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Introduction1
The literary monument of the eighteenth century, the French Encyclopédie (1751–
1772) was a massive reference work that aimed to represent all knowledge in
unprecedented detail. Over twenty-five years in the making, comprised of twenty-eight
giant folio volumes written by a team of experts, the Encyclopédie is considered “one of the
great victories for the human sprit and the printed word”.2 However, its completion had
been anything but assured. For the Encyclopédie contained ideas that were considered
seditious and irreligious, leading royal and ecclesiastical authorities to attempt to suppress
its publication and threaten its authors with the death penalty. Unorthodox ideas were not
the only controversial aspects of the work: in 1759, architect and engraver Pierre Patte
accused the Encyclopédie of plagiarizing the plates (supplemental engravings) of the Royal
Academy of Sciences and its Description des arts et métiers (Description of Arts and
Handicrafts), an accusation which further wounded the Encyclopédie’s propsects at the
worst possible time. 3
The Encyclopédie has received plenty of scholarly attention over the years,
especially since 1951, the bicentennial of the first volume; it even has its own scholarly
periodical, Recherches sur Diderot et sur l'Encyclopédie (Research on Diderot and the
Encyclopédie). However, the Patte plagiarism scandal, critical in the history of the
Encyclopédie, has not been dealt with satisfactorily, leaving questions unanswered. Did the
Encyclopédie truly plagiarize the Description? If so, what is the visual evidence? And
supposing that Patte has some grounds for his accusation, is his label of “plagiarism”
apposite? Or is it anachronistic? To try to answer these questions, we will need to consider
eighteenth-century notions of authorship and intellectual property in France during the
creation of the Encyclopédie.
The goals of this essay are threefold. First, I retell the narrative and revive the
conversation around the plagiarism scandal, which I situate within the overall context of
the Encyclopédie’s troubles in the late 1750s. It is also important that this essay be in
English (including my original translations of previously untranslated documents), since
much of the scholarship is in French and therefore inaccessible to non-Francophones.
Secondly, I review existing scholarship and analyze previous scholars’ arguments. Third, I

This project was made possible through a grant from the GVSU Office of Undergraduate Research and
Scholarship (OURS), now the Center for Undergraduate Research and Scholarship (CUSE). I would like to
thank Dr. Susan Mendoza (CUSE) and the Undergraduate Research Council, mentor Dr. David Eick (for
guidance, advice, editing, for introducting me to Diderot and the Encyclopédie, and much more), Dr. Ellen
Adams (for help on printmaking), and University Librarian Amber Dierking (for research assistance).
Additional acknowledgement goes to Robert Beasecker and Leigh Rupinski of the GVSU Special Collections for
their willingness to purchase select volumes of the Description and for permitting use of their facilities to view
and photograph the Description and the Encyclopédie during the COVID-19 pandemic. Further appreciation
goes to Lester L. Stiner and Jacquelyn (Ott) L. Stiner for the honor of the Stiner Scholar title and for granting
this project the Les and Jackie (Ott) Stiner Fellowship in Historical and Humanistic Studies.
2 Robert Darnton, The Business of Enlightenment, 1979, pg. 13.
3 All French-to-English translations (in brackets) found in this essay are mine. Eighteenth-century French has
been modernized.
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attempt to determine if we can call the Encyclopedists’ copying “plagiarism” or whether we
should contemplate alternate descriptions.
Readers familiar with the Encyclopédie and the Patte scandal may wish to skip the
background section. However, I encourage all to at least browse that section in order to
gain an understanding of where the scandal is situated in history and to better comprehend
the significance of the subsequent analysis. Important as well are the three appendices:
Appendices A and B contain full-length letters written by Patte, both in the original French
and with a full English translation, that are central to his accusations. Appendix C contains
select images to help visualize the Encyclopédie and the Description.
Background
In 1728, Englishman Ephraim Chambers published his Cyclopaedia, or an Universal
dictionary of arts and sciences, consisting of two volumes of text and two volumes of
supplemental plates. This encyclopedia, with its extensive use of cross-references (for
directing readers elsewhere in the work), a tree of knowledge (for organizing content), and
images (for visual descriptions), was to serve as the model for the French Encyclopédie,
dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers par une société de gens de lettres
[Encyclopédie, analytical dictionary of arts and crafts by a society of men of letters]. The
Encyclopédie was published from 1751 to 1772, containing seventeen volumes of text and
eleven of plates. Beginning in 1746, under the editorship of the Abbé Jean-Paul de Gua de
Malves, the Encyclopédie was to be nothing more than a French translation (with perhaps a
few improvements) of the Cyclopaedia.4 Roughly a year later, the four publishers for the
Encyclopédie, André-François Le Breton, Michel-Antione David, Laurent Durand, and
Briasson, recognizing that Gua de Malves, with his extraneous spending and lack of
editorial ability, was not fit for the job, promoted Jean le Rond d’Alembert and Denis
Diderot to co-editors, dropping Gua de Malves. Soon after, the Encyclopédie evolved into a
more expansive work involving; now, the Encyclopédie became more than a mere
translation of Chambers. The editors and publishers aimed to not only build upon the
information provided in the Cyclopaedia and provide a French reference work of the same
style, but to achieve the lofty goal of representing all knowledge and describing all
technology that was available at the time. Articles would be written by experts in each
respective field and plates were to be designed and engraved by professional artists and
artisans, forming a work of unprecedented collaboration.
Back in 1746, the Encyclopédie was granted an official royal privilège which was only
given to works deemed to be of utmost quality and beyond reproach, that is, containing no
hint of a critique of religion (read: Catholicism) or of the monarchy. In 1750, a Prospectus
appeared, laying out the new, expanded schedule of completion. The complete work of
eight volumes of text would be delivered by the end of 1754 with two volumes of plates to
follow soon after. D’Alembert’s Discours préliminaire [Preliminary Discourse] as well as the
first volume of text (Letter A) were published in 1751 following approval from a royal
For more info on Gua de Malves and his contributions, see Frank Kafker, “Gua de Malves and the
‘Encyclopédie.’” Diderot Studies, vol. 19, pp 93-102.
4
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censor. However, alert Catholic readers discerned surreptitious anti-religious and antimonarchial ideas which had slipped past the king’s censors. In 1751 and 1752 the Jesuit
Père Berthier vocalized his complaints that the Encyclopédie was plagiarizing works
written by experts as well as the Jesuits’ very own Journal de Trévoux.5 The Pope himself
stepped in to criticize the Encyclopédie’s contents and the Encyclopédie was suppressed by
the government in early 1752.
However, this suppression was rather ineffective; the Encyclopédie’s privilège was
not removed and due to growing support and continued revenue from subscribers,
publication moved forward. Nevertheless, the Encyclopédie was not safe from further
troubles. Fast forward to 1757: the seventh volume (Letter G) appears, notably containing
d’Alembert’s offensive article, “Geneva” (Switzerland). Furthermore, French failures in the
Seven Years’ War, and the Pope’s placement of the Encyclopédie on the Index of forbidden
books led the French monarchy, in March 1759, to remove the privilège of the Encyclopédie,
incomplete after seven volumes of text and no published plates. To make matters worse,
the editors and contributors were threated with a death penalty should they decide to
continue writing for the Encyclopédie. Despite these dire circumstances, we know that the
remainder of the textual volumes (now seventeen in total) appeared in full in 1765, under
the location of Neuchâtel (these final volumes were actually printed printed in Paris but
printed otherwise in an attempt to trick the authorities). How was this possible? Through
aid of government figure Guillaume-Chrétien de Lamoignon de Malesherbes, the Directeur
de la librairie (Minister of the Book Trade). Malesherbes, born into nobility, supported the
French monarchy by overseeing the censorship process and directing the book trade
industry. Malesherbes was, contrary to many government officials, secretly in support of
the Encyclopédie and used his power to renew its publication following the 1759
suppression due to the irony mentioned. Back in 1759, Malesherbes, hid the manuscripts
for the Encyclopédie in his own home; when the police searched Diderot’s apartment in
spring of 1759, they found nothing worthy of confiscation. From this point forward, the
Encyclopédie would operate under a permission tacite (tacit permission) in which a blind
eye would be turned from its publication so long as it did not attract notice from religious
and government authorities.6
Until now, we’ve only spoken of the text. Where were the promised plates? Although
the first plate volume would not appear until 1762 and the last in 1772, under the title
Recueil de planches sur les sciences, les arts libéraux et les arts mécaniques avec leur
explication [Collection of plates on the sciences, liberal arts, and mechanical arts with their
explanation], work began much earlier. As seen in the publishers’ ledger, Louis-Jacques
Goussier, one of the principal artists for the Encyclopédie, received his first payment in

D’Alembert was also accused of anti-relgion in regard to his Discours préliminaire (as published in the
Journal des Savants). See John Lough, L’Encyclopédie. 1971, pp. 21-22.
6 Under a tacit permission a work did not have official or royal permission (nor the publication benefits
therein) to continue but was allowed to circulate, subject to censors. For more information, see Raymond
Birn, “The Profits of Ideas: Privileges en Librairie in Eighteenth-Century France.” Eighteenth-Century Studies,
vol. 4, no. 2, pp. 131–68.
5
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1747, the beginning of what can be called the planning, or preparatory stage.7 This process
likely involved discussions on what subjects to draw plates for, of those subjects, how many
plates should be devoted, who was going to provide the initial drawings, where the
information on which the plates should be based would come from, and the collection of
that information. Some artists, such as Goussier, also wrote articles on artistic subjects
which likely occurred during this time as well, especially considering that “Art” and its
derivatives begin with “A” (the first textual volume of the Encyclopédie). The source
material for the plates varied and the Encyclopedists’ utilization of their sources often
pushed the boundaries between lawful and theft, a topic that will be discussed in great
detail further on. For now, the importance is that the creation of the plates was not a trivial,
nor an inexpensive matter, but an entire industry made up multiple teams of specialists
and numerous steps.
Printmaking in the eighteenth century was a complex process that required
specially trained laborers. Prints typically came in two varieties: woodblock or copperplate.
A woodblock gave less detail than a copperplate but could be stamped directly on a page
that included text (such as the body of an article) whereas a copperplate required its own
page.8 The plates in the Encyclopédie, belonging in their own volumes and individual pages
are therefore copperplates and it is known that they were printed with a process known as
intaglio. Typically, artists would begin with a sketch or an outline of their drawing that
would serve as a plan for their final product.9 An artist then would take a thin copper sheet,
called a “plate”, on which they would scratch, creating very small grooves, or troughs, in the
copper. The result was known as an “engraving”. The engraving would then be brushed
with ink (filling in the miniscule grooves on the plate), and, once the excess ink was wiped
away, would be ready for printing. A piece of paper designed specifically for intaglio
printing would be placed on top of the plate and a large roller would press the paper onto
the inked plate, transferring the ink from the grooves to the paper. Result: one complete,
printed page. To put the process into some perspective, the Encyclopédie contains roughly
4000 plates and sold about 4200 copies indicating that prints had to be completed, at the
very least, 16,800,000 times. Likely due to this lengthy process and to the focus on the
textual volumes, a grand total of zero plates had been engraved by 1757, the end of the
planning stage.10 Assuredly, a decent amount of work had gone into the project in the form
of preliminary drawings and organization of subject matter but hardly anything of
printable quality had been produced.
Madeleine Pinault[-Sorensen], “Diderot et les illustrateurs de l’Encyclopédie.” Revue de l’art, vol. 66, pp. 17–
38.
8 The reasoning behind this is that copperplates were made “with the areas to be printed recessed on the
plate instead of raised up.” See Jeff Loveland, The European Encyclopedia: From 1650 to the Twenty-First
Century, pp. 203-207.
9 Only around thirty preparatory drawings for the Encyclopédie have been found, which leads one to wonder
if many were even made at all. It is possible that they were destroyed after the plates were printed or are lost
in an archive somewhere in the world. Madeleine Pinault[-Sorensen], “Sur les planches de l’Encyclopédie de
d’Alembert et Diderot,” in L’Encyclopédisme (Actes du Colloque de Caen, 12-16 janvier 1987), pg. 358.
10 Jacques Proust, Diderot et l’Encyclopédie, pg. 79n170.
7
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From 1757 to 1759, under the guidance of architect and engraver Pierre Patte, the
proofs for the plates were sorted, approved, and prepared for engraving and printing. Even
though the textual volumes had been suppressed by the monarchy for their sedition and
controversy, the plates were not and production therefore continued, in part due once
again to the influence of Malesherbes and skill of Le Breton (who helped negotiate new
publication permissions), but also due to the fact that images, in the eighteenth century,
were still viewed as inferior to text. The vast majority of the plates in the Encyclopédie were
“devoted to machines, tools, and men at work” and their subjects were usually “deemed
common [and] unworthy of a dictionary of culture” as works of this sort did not contain
enough detail for images to be necessary.11 Moreover, plates were expensive to produce
and in many dictionaries and encyclopedias were often reduced or eliminated to cut
costs.12 Since such a grand quantity of plates were a novel addition to an encyclopedia, it
was assumed that little harm could be done by approving their publication.
As we have seen, the first seven volumes from the Encyclopédie suffered multiple
setbacks in their publication, and unfortunately the plates were to likewise encounter
trouble. Recall that Pierre Patte worked for the Encyclopédie for two years directing the
plate creation process and assisting with their organization. During this time, almost all
drafts for plates went through his hands and some of these plates appeared familiar which,
in his eyes, was problematic; near the end of 1759, he accused the Encyclopédie of
plagiarism. Patte publicized his assertions through a letter addressed to Élie Fréron, editor
of the widely-read journal Année littéraire [Literary Year]. While Fréron was by no means
anti-Enlightenment (e.g., he was in general support of inoculation and most religious
tolerance), as a literary critic favoring the Masters of the seventeenth century, he enjoyed
exposing the faults of the Encyclopédie and its contributors. In addition, due to Année
littéraire’s popularity, it was the most natural and ideal place for Patte to send his letter
which Fréron promptly (and one can imagine most pleasingly) published.13
Patte evidently harbored anti-Encyclopédie sentiments, or at least formed them
during his employment there, for he opens his letter stating that the Encyclopédie was “si
justement supprimée [so rightly suppressed].”14 His next statement regards the mechanical
arts. From its early stages, the Encyclopédie advertised a heavy focus on the mechanical arts
(today we might call them trades or crafts) which had hardly been treated in a large extent
in prior works.15 Diderot was proud of this; moreover, many in France’s educated class
eagerly anticipated this never-before-seen look into France’s working class.16 Patte, for his
part, had also been looking forward to the treatment of mechanical arts that would be “si
Stephen, Werner, Blueprint: A Study of Diderot and the Encyclopédie Plates, pg. 2.
Jeff Loveland, op. cit., pg. 208.
13 Pierre Patte. “Lettre XV: Dénonciation d’un Plagiat à M. Fréron, par M. Patte Architecte.” L’Année littéraire,
ou, Suite de des lettres sur quelques écrits de ce temps, vol vi, 1759, pp. 341–51. A full French reproduction and
English translation of this letter can be found in Appendix A.
14 Ibid., 341.
15 Diderot, Denis. Prospectus to Encyclopédie, ou, Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers.
Briasson et al., 1751 [1750].
16 Ibid.
11
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utile [et] si intéressante [very useful and very interesting]” and, in theory, would come at a
large cost to the publishers as research would have to be done directly in artisans’
workshops.17 Unfortunately, Patte claims, the plates on the mechanical arts had no chance
at living up to expectations as they contained “le plagiat le plus insigne & le plus adroit
peut-être dont il soit fait mention dans les fastes littéraires [the most extraordinary and
sneaky plagiarism that perhaps has ever appeared in literature],” a rather bold statement
regardless of the evidence.18 This plagiarism, says Patte, came about when the publishers of
the Encyclopédie realized how expensive and time consuming it would be to send writers
and artists around the country (and world, as France had Caribbean and African
territories) to learn about various specialized trades and wait for them to write a full article
or finish a proof for a plate. To cut these costs and save time, the Encyclopedists (namely,
Diderot) allegedly took pre-existing works on the arts and in lieu of changing the source
material to create something original, copied them. From whom did the publishers and
editors plagiarize? Patte claims they purchased the original drawings and engravings from
the collection of René-Antoine Ferchault de Réaumur, who had directed the Academy of
Sciences’ Description des arts et métiers [Description of arts and crafts] for roughly fifty
years.
The Academy of Sciences was formed in 1666 by the French Chief Minister and
Controller-General of Finances Jean-Baptiste Colbert. In 1675, he instructed the Academy
to create a detailed collection of works on modern machines used by France’s artisans at
the time which was, in 1699, expanded to include specifics of the processes of each art
including the machines and technology. Réaumur himself joined the Academy as a student
in 1708 and in 1709 was elevated to director of this description of the arts where he
remained until his death in 1757. Réaumur “rédigea lui-même un grand nombre de
documents, fit dessiner et graver de nombreuses planches [himself wrote a large number of
documents, had numerous plates drawn and engraved],” totaling about 260, mostly
between 1709 and 1720.19 Focus on the Description slowed dramatically post-1720 as
Réaumur concentrated on his own personal scientific investigations.20 As a result, not a
single volume of the proposed Description had been published prior to Réaumur’s death.
Why did he not continue the work with more enthusiasm? Réaumur, it seems, was a
“perfectionist who had not published a line”21 and who struggled with the difficulty “de
rassembler sur chaque métier une documentation abondante [of assembling an abundant
documentation on each craft]” causing him “laisser inachevé un grand nombre de travaux
[to leave a vast amount of work unfinished].”22 It may be as well that he felt that the
Ibid.
Ibid., 342.
19 Martine Jaoul & Madeleine Pinault[-Sorensen], “La Collection « Description Des Arts et Métiers »: Étude Des
Sources Inédites de La Houghton Library Université Harvard.” Ethnologie Française, vol. 12, no. 4, pg. 338.
20 He is still known today for his temperature scale and conducted extensive research on insects (namely,
bees).
21 Denis Diderot, A Diderot Pictoral Encyclopedia of Trades and Industry: Manufacturing and the Technical Arts
in Plates Selected from “L’Encyclopédie, ou Dictionnaire Raisonné des Sciences, des Arts et des Metiers of Denis
Diderot.” Edited by Charles Coulston Gillispie, vol. i, pg. XXI.
22 Bertrand Gille, “L’Encyclopédie, dictionnaire technique.” Revue d’histoire des sciences, vol. 5, no. 1, pp. 42-3.
17
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Description no longer had any need to be published as it had been reproduced in the
Encyclopédie. In a letter published in 1886 but written and sent in 1756 (three years before
Patte’s allegations), Réaumur complained of the infidelity and negligence of the engravers
for allowing the Encyclopedists to take the fruit of his early work. However, it near
impossible to determine Réaumur’s true thoughts on Patte’s accusations primarily due to
his untimely death one year after this letter was sent.
Patte does have credibility; he briefly worked for the Academy in late 1757 prior to
his post with the Encyclopédie giving him time to look at the Academy’s plates and then
notice similarities between the two works. In his letter, he claims that Diderot (his
accusations jump between the four publishers and Diderot himself) “alla trouver M. Lucas
qui avait gravé la plus grande partie de l’ouvrage de ce laborieux Académicien [sought out
Mr. Lucas who had engraved the majority of plates from the collection of this hardworking
Academician]” and paid this Lucas ten louis for Réamur’s proofs.23 Patte then proceeds to
list every art and craft (there are 73) for which the Encyclopedists have no original
drawings, only those from Réaumur.24 This evidence he claims he himself witnessed when
working for the Encyclopédie and he assures Fréron and the readers of Année littéraire that
what he reports is correct and inappropriate. Patte concludes by stating that he had always
been opposed to such obscene plagiarism and that he even offered to draw new
preliminary proofs that were not direct copies of Réaumur, but “les mêmes operations
prises dans différents points de vue [the same operations depicted in different points of
view]”; however, the publishers refused.25
Patte’s letter was sent on the 23 rd of November 1759. Almost immediately, on
December 15th of the same year, there appeared in the Observateur littéraire a single-paged
reply (anonymous but encouraged by Diderot).26 This notice asserted that the plates for the
Encyclopédie were being engraved at that very moment and two hundred had already been
completed. The notice also invites the public to the publishers’ workspace to see the
finished plates for themselves and to make their own comparisons with those of Réaumur.
All completed plates would be available, so long as they could be attained from the artists
who drew them. The final sentence of the notice claims “cette réponse est ferme, modeste,
honnête, et suffisante [this response is closed, modest, honest, and sufficient],” concluding
an insultingly short reply to the man “qu’on a exclu de cette entreprise pour deux raisons
[who was excluded from this enterprise for two reasons].” The two reasons for this
exclusion are not given.
At the same time, the Academy of Sciences was determined to take their own action.
Under the leadership of Sauveur François Morand, a group of scientists visited the
Encyclopédie’s publishers and conducted multiple investigations. The first came on
December 14, 1759, and an extract from the report is printed in a second letter from Patte
published in a 1760 volume of Année littéraire. The report came with the conclusion that, of
Patte, “Lettre XV…”, op. cit. pg. 345. 10 louis is the rough equivalent to 10 days of work for an artisan in
France at the time.
24 Ibid., 346-49.
25 Ibid., 350-51.
26 Anonymous, “Avis aux souscripteurs de l’Encyclopédie, et autres.” l’Observateur littéraire, vol. v, p. 261.
23
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the plates seen, “deux ou trois seulement nous ont paru, par quelques points de
ressemblance, avoir servi de modèles [only two or three appeared to us, by many areas of
resemblance, to have served as models]” to the Encyclopédie’s plates of the same subjects.27
What may appear as a relief for the Encyclopédie was in fact just a biased result, one that
the Academy was not oblivious to, for the publishers had actually shown very few plates
regarding the mechanical arts, which were the prime subject of the investigation.
Moreover, only forty of Réaumur’s plates were found, leading the Academy to suggest that
the publishers had in their possession “une plus grande quantité de ces épreuves de M.
Réaumur et qu’ils auraient des raisons pour ne les point montrer [a larger quantity of these
plates from Mr. Réaumur and that they had reasons to not show them].”28 How scandalous!
The Encylopédie’s response to the Academy’s report and the allegation that they were
hiding evidence was to insist that the forty plates were all they had of Réaumur’s and that
they would “soumettre leurs planches à la revision de tels Commissaires que la Compagnie
jugerait à propos de nommer, pour les examiner avant la publication de l’ouvrage [submit
their plates to the review of similar officials that Academy would name, to examine them
before the publication of the grand work],” a submission that Patte concludes would only
have occurred if there was something sneaky going on behind the scenes.29
The encyclopedic team soon realized that the conclusions from the Academy were
not in their favor and invited the investigators back for a second visit. This time, more
plates from a wider variety of subjects were shown, including more pertaining to the
mechanical arts. The Academy, recognizing that “la dénonciation de Patte n’a pas été faite ‘à
la légère [Patte’s accusation was not made carelessly],’” accepted the invitation.30 Thus, on
January 16, 1760, a group of Academy members examined over 600 plates on 130 different
arts. They found nothing that they could prove as definitive copies of Réaumur. A summary
of their findings is printed in the front matter of every volume of plates, assuring readers
that there was no plagiarism and that all the plates had been checked and approved by the
Academy. What’s slightly suspicious here is that in the month between the two
investigations the publishers were able to produce more than 500 plates on the arts.
Whether or not the Encyclopédie was lying however, is a different matter; what is
important now is that the Encyclopedists succeeded in settling down the Academy and
obtaining their seal of approval. Although the Academy continued to discuss the matter
into February, they ultimately dropped the issue and concentrated on publishing their long
overdue Description des arts et métiers, the first volume of which appeared in 1761.
Patte was far from convinced of the Encyclopédie’s innocence and responded
through an irate letter (mentioned above) again published by Fréron in Année littéraire in
1760. Patte first centers his repulsion on the short notice from l’Observateur littéraire and
then on the response from the first academic investigation, of which he reprints a large
Pierre Patte, “Lettre XI: Lettre de M. Patte, Architecte, à M. Fréron.” L’Année littéraire, ou, Suite de des lettres
sur quelques écrits de ce temps, vol i, 1760, pp. 251-52. A full French reproduction and English translation of
this letter can be found in Appendix B.
28 Ibid., 251.
29 Ibid., 253.
30 Jean Balcou, Fréron contre les philosophes, pg. 183.
27
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extract. He opens by re-establishing his credibility to be making his accusations “qu’on ne
hasarde pas légèrement, et que je n’aurais jamais faite si je n’en avais eu les preuves les
plus convaincantes [that are not thrown around haphazardly and that I would never have
made if I hadn’t had the most convincing proof].”31 It is worth quoting lengthy sections of
this letter in full as only Patte himself can convey the level of emotion as emitted through
the writing.
On a inséré dans un journal obscur un Avis aux Souscripteurs de l’Encyclopédie et
autres. Voici cet Avis : [suit l’avis complet cité au-dessus]. Si tous les jugements du
journaliste ressemblent à celui-ci, je ne suis pas étonné que ses feuilles aient si peu
de succès. Cette réponse est modeste, je l’avoue car elle ne dit rien ; déshonnête et
non pas honnête, puisqu’elle blesse mon honneur en donnant à entendre qu’il y a eu
des raisons très fortes pour m’exclure de l’Encyclopédie. Pourquoi ne pas énoncer
clairement ces deux raisons ? Pourquoi recourir à la méchanceté de faire soupçonner
au lecteur des raisons qui n’existent pas ? Pourquoi prendre ainsi le change et
distraire l’attention du public sur l’objet de ma dénonciation ? J’en ai porté mes
plaintes à M. Durand, un des libraires de l’Encyclopédie ; il m’a écrit une lettre où il
me marque qui ni ses associés ni lui-même n’ont eu aucune part à cet Avis. Il faut donc
qu’ils aient quelque ami caché qui prenne leur parti avec un zèle bien généreux ! Cet
ami se doutant bien que son Avis, imprimé dans l’Observateur littéraire, ne ferait
aucun effet, attendu qu’il ne serait lu de personne, a eu soin de la faire insérer dans
le Mercure.32
[A Notice to the Subscribers of the Encyclopédie et others was inserted in an obscure
periodical. Here is that Notice: [the notice cited above follows]. If all the judgements
of this journalist resemble this one here, I am not surprised that his publications
have so little success. This response is modest, I admit because it says nothing;
dishonest and not honest since it ruins my reputation by stating that there were very
strong reasons to exclude me from the Encyclopédie. Why not clearly pronounce
these two reasons? Why employ malicious behavior to make readers have doubts
about reasons that don’t exist? Why take the change in this way and distract the
public from the object of my denunciation? I brought up some of my complaints to
Mr. Durand, one of the publishers for the Encyclopédie; he wrote me a letter where
he states that neither his associates nor himself had any part in this Notice.
Therefore, there must be some hidden friend who takes their side with a quite
generous zeal! This friend, doubting that his Notice, printed in the Observateur
littéraire, would have any effect, considering that it is read by no one, took the pain
of having it inserted in the Mercure.]
Patte, “Lettre XI…”, op. cit., pg. 246.
Ibid., 248. Emphases in bold are mine. Arthur Wilson notes in his book Diderot (Oxford University Press,
1972, pg. 775) that “a similar ‘Avis aux souscripteurs de l’Encyclopédie et autres’ appeared in the Mercure de
France, vol. I for 1760, 176.”
31
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How to unpack! This extract, dripping with sarcasm and painted in antipathy, is so well
written that it almost seems as if the rage is directed at the readers themselves. Patte is
furious that the Avis relating to his first letter thought itself complete in its brevity and
simplicity that he, multiple times, insults its audience (or rather, its lack of audience) and
notes that the Avis was far from sufficient in explaining Patte’s exclusion from the
Encyclopédie.
Recall that the Encyclopédie, in this Avis invites the public to see the plates for
themselves. Whether or not Patte took up the Encyclopédie’s offer or heard about the
showing from a friend who did matters little. Either way, he was severely disappointed:
Le public a pensé que toutes ces planches gravées concernaient les arts mécaniques,
et qu’ainsi leur seule inspection détruirait ce que j’ai avancé, par leur comparaison
avec les gravures de M. de Réaumur. Mais quel a été l’étonnement de ceux qui se
sont donné la peine d’aller chez les Libraires, en voyant que toutes ces planches ne
regardaient, au contraire, que des matières absolument étrangères aux arts
mécaniques, telles que l’anatomie, la chirurgie, la géométrie…. Pouvait-on se servir
d’un moyen plus faible et plus ridicule pour me contredire. L’Observateur littéraire
dira-t-il encore que cette réponse est ferme et suffisante ?33
[The public thought that all these engraved plates concerned the mechanical arts
and that as such their simple inspection would destroy what I had advanced by their
comparison with the engravings from Mr. de Réaumur. But imagine the surprise of
those who took the time to visit the publishers upon seeing that, on the contrary, all
the plates only covered materials completely foreign to mechanical arts such as
anatomy, surgery, geometry… Is it possible to find a weaker or more ridiculous way
to contradict me? Would the Observatuer littéraire still say that this response is
closed and sufficient?]
Patte certainly implies that no, the issue is neither closed nor sufficient; there are, in his
opinion, many holes in the counterargument, rendering it “weak” and “ridiculous”. The final
section of the letter pertains to the Academy’s first investigation where only forty of
Réaumur’s plates were found. Patte quotes a large extract from the original report and then
provides a response that continues to enlargen the holes in the Encyclopedists’ argument:
Croyez-vous, Monsieur, que, si les Libraires avaient eu des dessins et non des
gravures de M. de Réaumur pour modèles sur tous les arts mécaniques qu’il a
traités, ils ne se seraient pas empressés de les étaler, même avec affectation, aux
yeux de Mrs les Commissaires ? S’ils n’ont montré que quarante épreuves de M. de
Réaumur, c’est qu’ils ont mieux aimé laisser soupçonner à Mrs de l’Académie qu’ils
possédaient le reste que de convenir publiquement qu’ils avaient entre les mains la
totalité de l’ouvrage de leur confrère ? … parcourons les raisons que les Libraires
33

Ibid., 250. Emphases in bold are mine.
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Associés pouvaient alléguer pour ne point représenter leurs dessins. 1ère Ils ne
pouvaient pas dire que ces dessins n’étaient point encore faits, ou qu’ils n’avaient
pas eu le temps de les faire; car, indépendamment qu’il y en a déjà eu un très grand
nombre de décrits avec leurs lettres de renvois jusqu’à la lettre H dans les sept
volumes qui ont paru de l’Encyclopédie, il y a dix ans que, dans le Prospectus, ils ont
annoncé qu’ils étaient alors tous faits. 2 ème Ils ne pouvaient pas dire que les dessins
de ces arts mécaniques étaient épars chez leurs différents graveurs et qu’ils
n’avaient pas eu le temps de les rassembler; car l’on sait que toutes les gravures de
l’Encyclopédie s’exécutent dans une même maison rue neuve S. Thomas. 3 ème Ils ne
pouvaient pas dire qu’ils n’avaient presque point de dessins sur les arts qu’à traités
M. de Réaumur; car, en feuilletant les sept volumes de l’Encyclopédie, il aurait été
facile de leur prouver qu’il y avait déjà plus de cent cinquante planches décrites sur
les arts traités par cet Académicien. … [Si nous comparons les planches des deux
œuvres, nous verrons] sur chaque art le même nombre de vues ateliers, le même
procédé d’opérations, des descriptions exactes et suivies, telles qu’il n’aurait pas été
possible de douter que les gravures de M. de Réaumur n’en avaient été les seules et
uniques modèles… Je pense bien qu’à présent ils seront obligés de faire changer
toutes ces gravures; mais, puisque depuis dix ans ils ne s’en étaient pas encore
avisés, quelqu’un pourra-t-il croire qu’ils l’eussent fait sans ma dénonciation ? La
grande difficulté sera sans doute de faire cadrer ces nouveaux dessins avec les
descriptions déjà faites.
[Do you truly believe, sir, that if the publishers had had Mr. de Réaumur’s drawings
and not his engravings for models of all the mechanical arts that he treated that they
would have been pressed to display them, even with affectation, to the eyes of the
commissioners? If they only showed forty proofs from Mr. Réaumur, it’s because
they thought it better to leave the members of the Academy in doubt that they
possessed the rest than to publicly admit that they had between their hands the
complete work of their colleague? … Let’s ponder the reasons that the publishers
could claim to not show their drawings. 1st They could not say that their drawings
were not yet made, or that they had not had the time to make them; because,
independently, there had already been a large number of descriptions with crossreferences up until letter H in the seven volumes of the Encyclopédie that have
appeared. Also, ten years ago, in the Prospectus, they had announced that they were
complete. 2nd They could not say that the drawings of the mechanical arts were
scattered around their different engravers and that they had not had the time to
gather them together because it is well known that all the Encyclopédie’s engravings
are performed in one location on the new street S. Thomas. 3rd They could not say
that they had hardly any drawings on the arts treated by Mr. de Réaumur because
when leafing through the seven volumes of the Encyclopédie, it would be easy to
prove to them that there were already more than 150 plates written on the arts
treated by this Academician. … [If we compare the plates of the two works, we will
see] for each arts the same number of workshop vignettes, the same process of
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercialShareAlike 4.0 International License.
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operations, exact and consistent descriptions, such that it would not be possible to
doubt that the Mr. de Réaumur’s engravings had not been the sole and unique
models for them… I strongly believe that now they will be required to have all of
their engravings changed; however, seeing as, for ten years, they had not been
exposed of this, could one believe that they would have done this without my
denunciation? The biggest difficulty will be without doubt to make these new
drawings consistent with the descriptions already made.]
The evidence against the Encyclopédie is strong; even through his frustration and anger,
Patte has reasonable proof and presents specific examples (recall the 73 subjects from
Letter #1, here the claim is 150 plates in total). This second letter goes even further to
name specific arts closely related to Réaumur (Ardoierie, Cloutier, Épingler, Grosses Forges
[Slate Mines, Nail-Making, Pin-Making, Large Forges]). The important change to note here is
that Patte is no longer comparing plates with plates. He invites readers to pick up the text
of the Encyclopédie and compare that with the plates from Réaumur. It is there where they
can see they vile and unnecessary plagiarism. which thus reduces the Encyclopédie’s value
as a reference work and status as literary monument.
A second response appeared in the Observateur littéraire, this time with a longer,
more detailed defense of the Encyclopédie.34 It recaps the prior events and brings another
perspective to the Academy’s investigation results. The letter is riddled with footnotes
reacting to the Academy’s notice and each one provides an ample counterargument to prior
claims. First, the letter (once again anonymous, but appears to be by De La Porte, the
editor) states that if the Encyclopédie truly copied Réaumur’s work, their copied plates
would be of the same size and grandeur and the Academy stated that this is not the case
(the Encyclopédie’s were larger).35 Furthermore, recall that the Academy claimed they only
saw around forty plates pertaining to the mechanical arts and proposed that this was
because the Encyclopédie was hiding their other sources. The present letter states that the
forty plates were simply all they had and the Encyclopédie was being honest in its
presentation of the plates. The most intriguing evidence presented here toward the faults
of Patte’s claim is that there are numerous accusations on subjects that Réaumur never
even treated. If this is true, it is asked, how can the Encyclopédie be accused of plagiarizing
Réaumur? The letter goes on to provide commentary on the implausibility and falseness of
the whole situation and even gives the two reasons for which Patte was excluded from the
Encyclopédie: he is too clever (habile) and honest.36 The remainder of the article (around
eight pages) is a furious response to Patte’s assertions that the Observateur was obscure
and little-read, an entertaining read but not necessary for this essay.
Immediately following is an official response from the Encyclopédie’s publishers
which, for the most part, confirms the positions taken in the previous letter, especially
Anonymous, “Fausse dénonciation, faite par M. Patte contre les Libraires de l’Encyclopédie.” vol. i, pp. 267–
81.
35 This appears to be a weak argument, but we will return to the idea of “more is better”.
36 Upon being told that these reasons were not justified for excluding Patte, Diderot replied “Cela est vrai,
mais nous sommes des gens bizzares [That is true, but we are odd people].” Which clears nothing up at all.
34
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regarding the subjects that Réaumur had not treated.37 There is also a full quotation of the
Academy’s statement (following the second, more detailed investigation) that can also be
seen at the head of every volume of plates. The most notable section of this response
consists of a letter from Patte to the publishers following his termination. The letter was
sent in June of 1759, roughly six months before his accusations were made public.
Je reconnais avoir reçu, par les mains de M. Briasson, la somme de six cents livres,
pour tous les soins, vérifications, conseils, transports, ou autres, de quelque façon
que ce soit, même tous temps employés jusqu’à ce jour, y compris même les calques
que j’ai faites pour l’Encyclopédie; dont je suis parfaitement satisfait; dont je quitte
le dit sieur et sa compagnie, soit que je les aie fait à Paris, ou à la campagne.38
[I recognize that I have received, from the hands of Mr. Briasson, the sum of six
hundred livres for all the attentions, verifications, advice, transports, or others,
whatever they may be, as well as all the time employed up to this day, consisting
even of the reproductions that I did for the Encyclopédie; of all of this I am perfectly
satisfied; I leave the said sir and his company, whether I made them in Paris or in
the Provinces.]
This raises multiple questions. What exactly is this writing? A confession? A confirmation?
Was it forged? If Patte was “perfectly satisfied”, why did he accuse the Encyclopédie at all?
Most likely, these questions are unanswerable and merit a separate paper of investigations.
Whatever the motive, this attempt at a defense of the Encyclopédie just provides
questionable evidence with lousy justification. Furthermore, in any situation such as this
one, arguments given from the accused party must be viewed with skepticism and we must
consider other accounts to confirm or deny allegations.
Patte is an obvious resource for this examination. However, Patte is only a thirdparty here. Réaumur and the Academy of Sciences are the victims of this alleged plagiarism
so we must also turn to them for potential answers. Unfortunately, few are present.
Réaumur was no longer available, having passed away in 1757. We have seen the
Academy’s response in the form of direct investigations and comparisons, but all things
considered, this response was weak. The publishers of the Encyclopédie were accused of
hiding Réaumur’s plates and avoiding the plagiarism scandal as much as possible, yet the
Academy was content with the publishers’ promises to submit all plates for inspection and
issued to them a statement of innocence. One would expect a more serious response from a
royal academy in regard to their own property being purchased and used in another work.
The Academy was content with letting the issue die down; in fact, they only visited the
publishers, not Diderot or d’Alembert, nor any artists. Why did they not push for more
answers? Multiple explanations present themselves.
Libraires Associés, “Réponse des libraires de l’Encyclopédie à la fausse Dénonciation de M. Patte.”, vol. i,
1760, pp. 281–86. A similar response appears in Année littéraire, vol. ii, 1760, pp. 45-48.
38 Mae Mathieu, Pierre Patte, sa vie et son œuvre, pg. 36. Italics mine.
37
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1. As has been shown, “l’Académie n’engagea sans doute pas toujours elle-même les
frais de la publication… Il semble bien que les premières planches aient pu être
gravées aux frais de Réaumur [the Academy itself without a doubt did not always
pay publication costs…It seems likely that the first plates could have been engraved
at Réaumur’s expense].”39 In this way, it is possible that the Academy never had a
monetary attachment to the plates and, even though ownership was passed over
upon Réaumur’s death, never thought it necessary to fight hard against theft.
2. The Academy thought it indecent to “humiliate a man distinguished enough to have
been nominated one of themselves.”40 Indeed, in 1757, the Academy had nominated
Diderot to be a member (he was not appointed).
3. Malesherbes, known to be more of a support to the Encyclopédie than a hindrance,
“used his influence to soothe the Academy.”41
4. The Academy was ashamed that nearly a century had passed since they received
instructions to publish the Description and they had in fact published nothing.
Naturally, they didn’t want to bring too much attention to that matter. It is plausible
that this was (at least partly) the case as the first volume of the Description appeared
at last the following year (1761).
5. They “jugèrent préférable d’éviter de susciter un scandale [prefered to avoid
creating a scandal]” which would possibly lead to both the Encyclopédie and the
Description losing their publication rights.42
6. They simply had too much on their plate (naming new members, contributing to
Academic works, creating independent research works, etc.) and decided it would
not be worth the hassle to continue investigating.
7. Patte himself admitted that the Encyclopédie paid him in full for his work (600
livres) and that he was “parfaitement satisfait”, reducing his credibility as a serious
accuser. The Academy, upon learning this, took Patte less seriously.
8. They didn’t believe that the Encyclopédie’s actions were plagiarism and were simply
reacting due to public pressure and/or royal concern.
Likely, a mixture of some or all of these reasons (and perhaps of more that are unknown)
play a role in the Academy’s lessening insistence on solving the issue, much to the wrath of
Patte. However, evidence suggests that the Academy agreed with Patte, or at least
recognized that his claims were justified in some way. The published Description contains
over 90 volumes published from 1761 to 1788 and many of the volumes contain plates
with Patte’s signature (he was the engraver for many of these plates, but also provided

Maurice Daumas & René Tresse, “La Description des Arts et Métiers de l’Académie des Sciences et le sort de
ses planches gravées en taille douce.” Revue d’histoire des sciences, vol. 7, no. 2, pg. 166.
40 Arthur McCandless Wilson. Diderot, pg. 362.
41 Ibid., 363.
42 George Huard, “Les planches de l’Encyclopédie et celles de la Description Des Arts et Métiers de l’Académie
des Sciences.” Revue d’histoire des sciences et de leurs applications, vol. 4, no. 3/4, pp. 246.
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corrections).43 Evidently, the Academy hired Patte following the plagiarism scandal “which
they would scarcely have done if they had had no confidence at all in his integrity.”44
Another interpretation is that the Academy was “soucieux de se garder des querelles de
tous les côtés [concerned with preventing quarrels from all sides]” and hired Patte to avoid
angering him further.45 It is possible however that the Academy had no concern with Patte
himself and employed solely to silence his continuous accusations and to end the
controversy there. Whatever the reasoning, the controversy did in fact end there. The
Encyclopédie was never indicted for plagiarism, Patte never replied again, and after 1760
Fréron (possibly under the influence of Malesherbes) published no more about the issue in
his journal.46 One or two flareups occurred before the turn of the century47 and, as
mentioned earlier, Réaumur’s private letter was published in 1886, but the issue remained
lost in history until Mae Mathieu’s dissertation in 194048 and then George Huard’s article in
195149 following the bicentennial of the Encyclopédie’s first volume.
What Do We Know?
Although Patte’s methods are sound, his claims troubling, and his evidence precise,
is he correct? Did Diderot and his artists copy Réaumur’s plates and reproduce them in the
Encyclopédie? If so, to what extent? Such has been the subject of multiple studies since
1951. Studies by George Huard, Jacques Proust, and George B. Watts can give us a starting
point to answer these questions. Huard, in 1951, is the first to emphasize the importance of
this scandal, basing his arguments on the Bibliothèque nationale de France’s bicentennial
collection on the Encyclopédie, which exposed a series of previously unknown documents.
Included in the collection were some of the original plates for the Description des arts et
métiers which “de toute evidence, servi de modèle aux planches de l’Encyclopédie [from all
evidence, served as a model for the Encyclopédie’s plates]”.50 He goes further, asserting that
the Encyclopédie had the intention to “faire reproduire [les planches de Réaumur] sans
modification [have [Réaumur’s plates] reproduced without modification]” in the textual
volumes as the letters and numbers found in the Encyclopédie’s articles refer to Réaumur
It is possible (but unlikely), “si l’on était très defiant [if we are truly distrustful]”, that Patte “corrected” the
final plates to match the articles in the Encyclopédie. Jacques Proust. “La documentation technique de Diderot
dans l’"Encyclopédie".” Revue d’Histoire Littéraire de La France, vol. 57, no. 3, pg. 345.
44 Wilson, op. cit., pg. 364.
45 Jean-Pierre Seguin, “Courte histoire des planches de l’Encyclopédie.” L’univers de l’Encyclopédie, pg. 28.
46 This proposition counters the argument that the Encyclopédie is a glorious work that was able to succeed
despite many setbacks. On the contrary, it may be that the Encyclopédie gained its success in part through
both overt and covert high-level government assistance including the censoring of its enemies.
47 See especially John Lough, Luneau de Boisjermain v. the Publishers of the Encyclopédie. Studies on Voltaire
and the Eighteenth Century, vol. 23, pp. 115–77 (also appears in John Lough, The Encyclopédie in EighteenthCentury England and Other Studies, pp. 96-158.)
48 Mathieu, op. cit., a tremendous work on the life and works of Patte. While the biography contains little
analysis on the plagiarism accusations, nearly all of the letters and journal articles cited here are quoted in
full and the book serves as a useful resource for examining those primary sources.
49 Huard, op. cit.
50 Ibid., 239.
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exactly and not well to the Encyclopédie’s.51 This appears to provide evidence to support
Patte’s accusations; recall how Patte claimed that the Encyclopedists would have to change
their plates to avoid plagiarizing Réaumur but would be unable to rewrite their articles
that already referenced the Academy’s prints. Huard gives “Ardoise [Slate]” as an example
and invites readers to compare the second and fourth plate in the Encyclopédie to the
Academy’s plates as well as to the cross-references in the Encyclopédie text. Huard does get
credit for opening the conversation on the Encyclopédie’s supposed pictoral plagiarism, but
he does not get at the deeper significance of the newly-discovered documents. What does
“serving as a model” mean in this context? The word choice is ambiguous and does not
close the case. Moreover, there are no images provided to demonstrate this “reproduction
without modification”.
Proust, in 1957, applauds Huard for his techniques of comparing the Academy’s
original drafts to the articles in the Encyclopédie rather than comparing the Encyclopédie’s
final plates to the Academy’s original drafts. He goes further to investigate Patte’s
accusations in more detail, citing several examples where the Encyclopédie’s articles
reference figures that are not present in the Encyclopédie’s final plates but match up with
early Academic work (“Ancres (forges des) [Anchor Production]”, “Ardoise [Slate]”,
“Fabrication du charbon [Coal Production]”). He also notes that the modern collection of
the Academy’s work contains plates in various stages of completion; however, those that
are engraved often carry the name of Lucas, the same Lucas from whom Patte claims the
Encyclopedists bought plates. Despite these similarities and even though Diderot’s articles
in the first seven volumes match up quite nicely to the original plates of the Academy, the
final plates in the Encyclopédie typically contain more information and more drawings than
the Academy’s final work, with new plates and new figures demonstrating informational
progress, a piece in the Encyclopédie’s favor (as we will see later). Ultimately, Proust
concludes that there is evidence of “une parenté indubitable, mais non le plagiat servile et
généralisé que Patte dénonçait en 1759 [an irrefutable likeness, but not the servile and
generalized plagiarism that Patte denounced in 1759].”52 However, there is a strong
possibility that Diderot had the intention to modify the plates later on (to make them more
original) but never got to it due to the grandeur of the encyclopedic project and because
“Diderot a dû travailler vite [et] il ne s’est pas trop soucié des erreurs de details [Diderot
had to work quickly [and] he was not too concerned with errors of detail].”53 However,
similarly to Huard, there is a missing piece to the puzzle: no images are given leaving
readers without any means to see the “ireffutable likeness” for themselves.
A few years earlier, in 1952, Watts followed a similar argument to Proust’s, claiming
that Patte’s and Réaumur’s grievances are exaggerated but valid. He says that the
Encyclopedists admitted “that they were indebted to Réaumur for the idea of picturing at
the top of the engravings the workshops of the artisans, and, below, the details of the
several handicrafts” and goes further to say that they, “had it not been for Réaumur’s and
Ibid., 246.
Proust, “La documentation technique...” op. cit., pg. 346.
53 Ibid., 336
51
52
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Patte’s outcries, would have made greater use of the materials…they had in their
possession”.54 The Patte scandal is not the main subject of Watts’s article; nevertheless,
images are again missing.
Proust, in his book published in 1962, continues his arguments discussed above by
stating that Patte and Fréron’s greatest failure was assuming that the Encyclopédie’s use of
the Description “était général et systématique [was general and systematic]” rather than
sporadic and unique.55 To be sure, the Encyclopédie’s source material was not restricted to
the Réaumur’s Academic work; rather, Diderot took advantage of various institutions and
individuals to obtain his information. The Cyclopaedia, predecessor to the Encyclopédie,
was copied from liberally (especially in the mathematical subjects)56, and we have seen the
accusations regarding the Descriptions, but extraordinary research done principally by
Madeleine Pinault-Sorensen has demonstrated that others were also frequently utilized.57
Diderot spent a lot of his time at royal libraries, such as the Bibliothèque du Roi and the
Cabinet des Estampes du Roi, where he exchanged materials (including some of the plates
from the Description) with the guards.58 Other works from the Academy of Sciences are
referenced as well such as the Histoire et Mémoires [History and Memories]and the Machines
et inventions approuvées par l’Académie des sciences [Machines and Inventions approved by
the Academy of Sciences].59 The sources themselves typically took the form of pieces of
unpublished manuscripts or engravings from individual experts but could also be
manuscripts from works published earlier, complete published or unpublished chapters
(such as Diderot’s Métier à faire les bas [Art of Making Pants]), or engravings sold by the
engravers themselves (this is where Patte’s accusations fall).60 Due to the wide variety
source material, Pinault-Sorensen concludes that “contrairement aux affirmations du
Discours préliminaire, peu de visites aux manufactures, peu d’enquêtes ‘sur le terrain’ ont
été faites [despite the assertions in the Discours préliminaire, few visits to manufacturers,
few ‘in-person’ studies were done]”; however, visits of this sort were completed when
certain information was lacking.61 It is worth noting that Pinault-Sorenson does provide a
small selection of images from European archives of various pieces of the Encyclopédie’s
sources. Although none of these are from the Description, they show a resemblance to the
Encyclopédie’s final plates, notably with the Ardoiserie d’Anjou (Slate Mines of Anjou).62

George B. Watts, “The Encyclopédie and the Descriptions des arts et métiers.” The French Review, vol. 25, no.
6, pp. 446-47.
55 Proust, Diderot…, op. cit., pg. 50.
56 See Appendix C for an example of these similarities.
57 Madeleine Pinault[-Sorensen], L’Encyclopédie, pg. 76. The majority of this research can be confirmed by
looking at the publishers’ expense book, as well as Diderot’s lending history at the Bibliothèque nationale.
58 Madeleine Pinault[-Sorensen], “À propos des planches de l’Encyclopédie.” Editer Diderot, pp. 355-56.
59 Madeleine Pinault[-Sorensen], “Sur les planches de l’Encyclopédie de d’Alembert et Diderot,” in
L’Encyclopédisme (Actes du Colloque de Caen, 12-16 janvier 1987), pg. 356.
60 Pinault[-Sorensen]. L’Encyclopédie, op cit., pp. 74-75.
61 Pinault[-Sorensen]. “Sur les planches…” op. cit., pg. 355. This can be partially justified: even though the
Encyclopedists rarely visited these workshops, the authors of their source material conveniently did.
62 Madeleine Pinault[-Sorensen], “À propos...” op cit, supplemental images.
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Over the past few decades, most scholars have sided with Patte with varying
degrees of certainty and have seen the evidence provided by Proust, Huard, and Watts as
proof of Patte’s accusations; however, there have been arguments for the opposing side as
well. Especially notable in modern scholarship is the diction describing the actions of
Diderot and the publishers of the Encyclopédie, emphasized below in italics. As seen,
Jacques Proust notes that Patte’s arguments are “terriblement précises [terribly precise]”
regarding the plates “volées à Réaumur [stolen from Réaumur]”63 and he has seen a
“parenté indubitable [irrefutable likeness]”.64 He also notes that the plates’ “principal défaut
est de ne pas s’accorder aisément avec les descriptions continues dans les volumes de
discours [primary fault is not easily corresponding with the continuous descriptions in the
textual volumes]” which occured “soit pour éviter l’accusation de plagier l’Académie des
sciences, soit pour faire mieux que l’Académie, soit tout simplement parce que le progrès
des connaissances l’exigeait [either to avoid the accusation of plagiarizing the Academy of
Sciences, or to do better that the Academy, or simply because the progress of knowledge
required it].”65 Watts uses “pirated” and “plagiarized” interchangeably (a mistake
addressed later) and Huard, “possession illégale [illegal possession]”. Pinault-Sorensen
labels Diderot’s actions as “emprunts [borrowings]” which he “fait recopier avec ou sans
changement [had recopied with or without change]”.66 Arthur Wilson makes note of the
“greater correspondence” between the Encyclopédie’s articles and the Academy’s plates
which “comes very close to intent to defraud”.67 Jean Balcou remarks that Fréron helped
“fait croire que les Encyclopédistes pillaient Réaumur [to make readers believe that the
Encyclopedists pillaged Réaumur]”68 and Jeff Loveland confirms that the “accusations of
plagiarism from the forthcoming Description des arts et métiers” were “hardly without
merit” and forced Diderot to “demonstrate the originality” of his plates.69
Not all scholars are as confident that some sort of copying occurred or, if it did, that
it led to a reduction in originality in the Encyclopédie. Seguin does admit that “Diderot a
menti : non seulement il a pris aux planches des Descriptions leur disposition et presque
exactement leurs dimensions, mais encore, il a délibérément choisi de les copier… [Diderot
lied: not only did he take from the Description’s plates their disposition and almost exactly
their size, but he deliberately chose to copy them]”; however, the Encyclopédie ultimately
reigns over its opponent in its superior “unité et clarté [unity and clarity]”.70 John Lough
emphasizes that Patte “had accused them [the publishers] of copying plates on subjects
which Réaumur had never even dealt with” but nevertheless “the accusations of plagiarism

Proust, Diderot et l’Encyclopédie, op. cit., pg. 69.
Proust, “La documentation technique…” op. cit., pg. 346.
65 Jacques Proust. “Le Recueil de planches de l’Encyclopédie.” L’Encyclopédie de Diderot et d’Alembert:
Planches et commentaires présentés par Jacques Proust, pg. 11.
66 Madeleine Pinault[-Sorensen], “Diderot et les illustrateurs de l’Encyclopédie.” Revue de l’art, vol. 66, pg. 18.
67 Wilson, op. cit., pg. 364.
68 Balcou, op. cit., pg. 182.
69 Loveland, op. cit., pg. 210.
70 Seguin, op. cit., pp. 31 and 33.
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are founded”.71 However, Lough goes further to claim that Patte exaggerated the extent to
which the Encyclopédie’s copying occurred but also notes that the Encyclopédie’s plates
were “a great improvement on earlier ones in their presentation of objects”. However, this
does not mean that the plates depicted newer objects and accurate profress for the
Encyclopédie was created “sans retard scandaleux, mais sans anticipation prophétique
[without outrageous delay, but without prophetic anticipation]”.72 Furthermore, Bertrand
Gille claims that “il est sans doute absolument impossible de nier leur parenté étroite avec
les planches de la collection de l’Académie des Sciences [it is without a doubt absolutely
impossible to deny their close similarity to the plates from the collection of the Academy of
Sciences]” but also that many of the plates in the Encyclopédie are indeed original and
depict objects and arts with “une grand clarté [a grand clarity]”.73 However, Gille admits
that the Encyclopédie was not original in its specific methods for displaying plates and
organizing the objects on them.74 Stephen Werner is less critical of the Encyclopédie; while
he does acknowledge the Description as a “forerunner” to the Encyclopédie, “the presence of
such graftings – whose full extent has yet to be determined – in no way invalidates the
originality of the illustrated sections of the Encyclopédie” especially due to “the more
relaxed editorial standards of the eighteenth century”.75
But Was It Plagiarism?
Charles Gillispie notes that despite the accusations that the publishers “seduced
Réaumur’s engravers”, it is difficult to say if this “unauthorized borrowing” actually was
plagiarism, even though it was typical of Diderot to “wine, dine, and bribe” to get what he
needed.76 This is key. One is at pains to oppose the assertions that the Encyclopédie copied
and used (even replicated) preexisting works as source material. But is it right to label
these methods as “plagiarism”? In this regard care must be taken to avoid anachronism
since modern (American) copyright law and the connotations of plagiarism are certainly
not the same as the ideas and regulations on copyright in eighteenth-century France.77 The
act of plagiarism is not only something that differs between cultures but also “can only
have meaning that is specific to our society and economic order” indicating that official
John Lough, The Encyclopédie, pg. 89-90. This observation is difficult to both prove and disprove since
Réaumur’s collection is much vaster than just the subjects that were published in the Description. These
manuscripts are scattered throughout the modern world or are missing, and the full collection will likely
never be retrieved. For information on the Réaumur collection in the United States, see Jaoul & Pinault[Sorensen], op. cit., 335–60.
72 Lough, op. cit., pg. 91.
73 Bertrand Gille, “L’Encyclopédie, dictionnaire technique.” Revue d’histoire des sciences, vol. 5, no. 1, pp. 38-39.
74 This we have seen earlier in regard to Watts’s claim that the Encyclopédie took the idea of organizing plates
with vignettes above and details below.
75 Werner. op. cit., pg. 69.
76 Diderot, ed. Gillispie, op. cit., pp. XXI-XXII.
77 Diderot’s actions would definitely be considered plagiarism today; he took preexisting works, copied
and/or altered them, and called the work his own (or with minimal citation). In modern America, Diderot and
his publishers would go to court against the Academy and anyone else who felt as if their intellectual property
was stolen and would likely suffer the strict consequences of the law. As we have seen, this did not happen in
the eighteenth century, and this was mainly due to the different definitions of plagiarism at the time.
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laws and opinions towards plagiarism are unique to social and economic groups. These
distinctions are also present between time periods and even between cultures, regions, and
demographic groups present at the time.78
The question then becomes, how were plagiarism and authorship viewed in
eighteenth-century France? The short answer: it’s complicated.79 At mid-century in France,
all property (intellectual and physical) was controlled by the Crown and therefore every
work, whether it be written, artistic, or otherwise, belonged to the king and had to be
approved for publication. After passing through censors, permission was granted, but only
to publishers and not to authors. Under these royal privilèges, publishers (again, not
authors) received the right to print a work, which was technically time limited but could be
renewed. As mentioned above, it was possible to receive permission to publish but not be
granted a privilège. This was known as a permission tacite (tacit permission), the
permissions given to the Encyclopédie. The publisher who was granted the rights had an
exclusive license to the work and could, in theory, monopolize books, images, pamphlets,
and other means of publication.80 This was difficult to enforce, especially outside of Paris,
and naturally led to acts of piracy, a close brother to plagiarism but not exactly the same
and must not be confused with it. Since the Encyclopédie was accused of plagiarism and not
piracy, the accusations against it are more difficult to prove. In general, piracy referred to
an exact replica of a work (or a part of a work) being sold at a lower price, often in a
different country, or to a new edition of a work not coming from the original publisher.
Piracy did not typically consider the source material for the original work nor how it was
integrated into a manuscript. Any of these unauthorized publications were considered
pirated versions and, in the eyes of the monarchy, were deemed dishonest whereas
plagiarism was more difficult to identify, prove, and condemn.81 Piracy, although a concern
for the publishers of the Encyclopédie, does not play a role in this particular scandal and
essay.
France was late to write regulations on authorship into law (which wouldn’t happen
until the Revolution), but as early as 1725 people were fighting for more rights for the
James Thomas Zebroski, “Intellectual Property, Authority, and Social Formation: Sociohistoricist
Perspectives on the Author Function.” Perspectives on Plagiarism, pp. 32. Plagiarism is also, according to
Zebroski, “a construct of a social formation at a particular moment in its development” and therefore can
exists in any society at any point in time (33). Additionally, an essay by L. M. Dryden (from the same collection
above, pp. 75-86) discusses the differences in the understanding of plagiarism between modern cultures,
specifically between the West and Japan, where plagiarism is less serious of a fault and is rarely accompanied
by severe punishment. This concept existed in France prior to the eighteenth century where imitation and
copying were common, if not encouraged.
79 Indeed, finding a concrete definition for plagiarism in our modern time is difficult and can vary slightly
from person to person and country to country. See note 77 above.
80 Peter Baldwin, “From Royal Privilege to Literary Property: A Common Start to Copyright in the Eighteenth
Century.” The Copyright Wars, pg. 55.
81 See Robert Darnton, Pirating and Publishing: The Book Trade in the Age of Enlightenment, pp. 2-3, 7, 30-32.
Most piracy of French works took place outside of France, namely in Switzerland since piracy was illegal in
France (and punishable). Due to the monopolies created by Parisian publishers, these pirated editions were
by some accepted as legitimate (or at least people pretended to ignore the piracy) due to their lower costs
and easy accessibility.
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author.82 They stated that publishers shouldn’t have unlimited access to new editions of
their work and that privilège renewals should be subject to the original author’s approval.
Opponents to authorship claimed that manuscripts and their final output could be treated
as tangible property (such as land or slaves) and once sold to a publisher, the author lost all
rights to the work. Ideas on property were quickly evolving and proponents of authorship
and rights for creators were augmenting but at the same time traditionalists remained with
posterity’s views that authors had little rights and that copyright was scarcely required
leading to a hodgepodge of conflicting and contradicting points of view. Even within these
two general groups were multiple subgroups containing even more varying opinions,
complicating matters further.
Julie Hayes traces the etymology of “plagiarism” back to the late Renaissance where
it related to “kidnapping” and the theft of a slave. 83 A literary thief could also plagiarize;
that is, “enslaving that which is or ought to be free”. 84 However, further definitions are
contradictory. For some, plagiarism is seduction, affecting “someone already in a state of
servitude or dependency and renders him unfit for such dependency” which makes him
“‘not property’”.85 For others, plagiarism is “treating a free person as a slave”, essentially
the opposite of the former. It is possible to apply these definitions in the context of
literature. Hayes puts it nicely:
Freedom and constraint, enslavement and release are thus woven into the
complicated texture of plagiary, plagiaire, plagiarius, and suggest different manners
of construing textual relationships. None of the etymological meanings quite
conveys what is ordinarily meant by “plagiarize” – someone steals my textual or
intellectual property and passes if off as her own textual or intellectual property.
Instead, variations proliferate. The text is my property, but someone else removes it
from my control, leads it astray, makes it unfit, impropre, no longer mine… or the text
is free, unfettered, and undefined [perhaps similar to modern-day public domain],
until the plagiarist wrongfully appropriates it, enslaves it. 86
Since modern ideas surrounding authorship and originality had not fully developed, there
existed a wide variety of opinions regarding the legitimacy of an original work and the
Anne L. Schroder, “Reversals of Power: Artistic Property, Counterfeiture, and the 1793 French Copyright
Act.” Visual Resources, vol. 16, no. 2, pp. 145–46. For comparison, Britain’s first Copyright Act appeared in
1710 and was modified throughout the century. This act mostly dealt with authors (i.e, of text) and not artists
prompting British engraver William Hogarth and others to fight for a similar act for artists. Hogarth’s Act (the
Engraving Copyright Act) was passed in 1734 and modified in 1735. See Mark Rose, “Technology and
Copyright in 1735: The Engraver’s Act.” Information Society, vol. 21, no. 1, pp. 63-66. The citations from both
of the above articles contain useful information to learn more about early copyright.
83 Julie C. Hayes. “Plagiarism and Legitimation in Eighteenth-Century France.” The Eighteenth Century, vol. 34,
no. 2, pg. 116. (Bold emphases mine.) I am indebted to this article for its detailed treatment of eighteenthcentury plagiarism and introduction to its complexities.
84 Ibid., 117.
85 Ibid., 116
86 Ibid., 117. Emphasis mine.
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necessity of having a focus on individualism in written works. It wasn’t difficult to find
different people each housing differing opinions of plagiarism, what it consisted of, and
how it should be dealt with. To some traditionalists, direct imitation was not necessarily
plagiarism as long as the imitation was of the successful writers of the seventeenth century
(e.g., Pascal or Molière) or earlier. These older authors were masters of their work, and
everyone should therefore strive to emulate their styles, subjects, and mannerisms in order
to produce equally as great or greater works. Even for those who carried more modern
points of view (i.e., plagiarism is unlawful as the original belongs to the creator), there were
some instances when copying was justified. The following list summarizes the main points:
1. Copying is something that all publishers and contributors do and therefore is
acceptable and unavoidable.
2. Copying “opens up access to knowledge” by providing new sources and books to
read to those who may be unfamiliar.
3. Copying allowed encyclopedists to “add value to sources by reworking or
structuring them” and therefore making them better and/or more useful than
their original(s).
4. Copying informational works and works by the Ancients was acceptable as these
belonged to the public (a form of what we today would call public domain).87
The Encyclopédie itself adds to the list with the content in its articles on and pertaining to
plagiarism.88 Originalité states being original is not a compliment since everyone is a copy
of each other and should remain that way while Imitation brings the theme of “enriching” a
source or making a work “better” than its source, which appears to be an acceptable
justification to grab others’ works. Plagiarisme, ou selon d’autres, Plagiat attempts to define
plagiarism by ironically only quoting other sources. Plagiaire states that dictionaries
(including the Encyclopédie as evidenced by the use of “nous”) are exempt from worrying
about plagiarism as it is their job to compile the best information together and any
replication happens for the public good and for literature as a whole. Plagiarius reminds us
of the original Latin definition that plagiarism is taking that which is free. Thus, in light of
everything discussed, “despite the increase in talk about plagiarism as a crime, these
discussions tend to exculpate the perpetrators or reserve judgement” with similar, yet still
clashing themes appearing in each related article.
How can this information be applied to the context of the Patte allegations against
the Encyclopédie? Did Diderot plagiarize? We could agree with the author of Plagiaire and
say that Patte’s accusations are void since the Encyclopédie is an encyclopedia and can
therefore copy without fear of retribution. However, this argument is not strong and merits
This list is drawn from Loveland, op. cit., pp. 150-51. Emphasis mine.
The following information provided from the Encyclopédie articles is drawn from Hayes, op. cit., pp. 125128. Surely, one must take care when using the Encyclopédie’s definitions; the accused party will likely
attempt to covertly defend themselves, especially when we consider that the O and P volumes were published
after the Patte scandal. However, the Encyclopédie is a product of many minds and, as a large body of work,
likely contains useful clues about major ideas and beliefs about plagiarism at the time.
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an examination of the list of justifications for plagiarism above. The most relevant items
here are the final three. First, the Encyclopédie surely opened up access to knowledge. For
the first time, members of the upper classes (or those who read pirated editions) could gain
a glimpse into French working society. Not only that, but arts and handicrafts that were
previously unheard of or misunderstood were brought into a more public light and were
often presented with tremendous detail. Similarly, the volumes of the Description may also
have increased the access to knowledge, especially with their lengthy articles, but the
Description is more academic and is intended for a more serious audience whereas the
Encyclopédie’s eventual reach was far more widespread.89 In a time where censorship was
prime and information highly regulated, the fact that the Encyclopédie was able to be
completed and spread its contents is a wonder.90
The Encyclopédie may have taken advantage of past material, but this does not
necessarily render it unoriginal. Above it was noted that uncited copying was justified if the
final work ended up “better” than its original(s). Of course, defining “better” is the subject
of an entirely different essay (and may be impossible), but for now let’s say that “better”
indicates that information was built upon, improved, added to, and/or reworked in a way
that allows others to learn more than the original. Certainly, scholars have found instances
in the Encyclopédie where an image is a direct replica of a source which may constitute as
plagiarism. In most cases however, each borrowed image is supplemented with others,
whether it be of a human figure, a vignette of a workshop, a related tool, or a certain
machine broken down into smaller pieces. The most important note is that the Description
was not the sole source used by Diderot and his artists. If this was the case, we may have
plagiarism. But since some images were original, some were copied from the manuscripts
from the Academy, and some from many other sources, we can say that tremendous
thought and effort was required to arrange each figure in the correct way to communicate a
message. As a result, the Encyclopédie provides its readers with a novel way to view an
object, job, or process: they compile the “best” information (at the time) together into one
place. In this way, no one piece of source material can compete with the Encyclopédie in its
number of subjects, detailed treatment of said subjects, and length. Even though the
Encyclopédie often contains copied sources without citation, it is a “better” work than any
of its single sources.
The final justification is intriguing as it adds a more modern aspect into a very
monarchial society. “Information”, as it is claimed here, is public knowledge and an article
or image providing that information is simply putting into words or depicting in a picture
what everyone already had access to. Under this definition, it was legal to copy
informational works (especially if they stated their points nicely) and just reprint the
information that was free and public. The text of the Encyclopédie blurs the lines between
reprinting informational work and opinionated additions with its subtle cross-references
and irony (hence the suppressions). Even the plate volumes contain such bias. Turn to the
One must be serious indeed to read a 130-page article on the art of paper manufacturing.
It has been argued however that the Encyclopédie is not as revolutionary as it seems. There is some truth
here; when relying on prior sources, it is simple to overlook new changes in technology that had occurred in
the time between a source was published and the Encyclopédie article written.
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sugar plantations and notice the surprising lack of slaves (they’re present, but not in
majority). Look at any vignette of a workshop and see the unrealistically spotless world of
an artisan. Under this definition, it is difficult to argue that the Encyclopédie is not
plagiarizing, for information that should be public is being manipulated to spread hidden
messages. This paradoxically conflicts with the previous point since manipulated works
that result in an improved one was used to argue against plagiarism. Here we see a prime
example of the complications in the Enlightenment regarding plagiarism. However, as far
as present research is concerned, the Encyclopédie did not use the public domain argument
to defend themselves and did not use this strategy widely. We can therefore consider this
justification as less relevant.
Julie Hayes’s above definitions raise further questions of property and ownership.
Did Réaumur, the Academy of Sciences, or the king own the manuscripts to the
Description?91 Diderot, for his part, admits that he “had freely parted with the rights to his
works”.92 If this is how Diderot truly felt about ownership and rights, it may explain why he
so liberally copied from other people. To him, Réaumur had lost the rights to his
manuscripts and therefore they were open for replication. Or it may be that since the king
had ownership in all physical literary works copying from one work to another was just
restating words the king already owned. Either way, the Encyclopédie did not “enslave” the
Description (which would involve trapping the contents and not combining them with other
sources), nor did it remove the Description from anyone’s control (did the Academy not
publish the work even after the scandal?). Admittedly, it may have had an influence on the
Academy and French society in general but, especially to Diderot, there was nothing wrong
in its use of source material for the plates. Patte however, with a more modern point of
view, had begun to view authorship as legitimate and as such considered the Encyclopédie’s
actions as plagiarism and worthy of consequences. While Patte’s observations are correct –
the Encyclopédie did take advantage of the Description – and perhaps exaggerated, it was
too early in time to call them plagiarism and get a significant response from the authorities
although he clearly believed this should happen. There were still too many contradicting
opinions.93
What Can We Call It?
If the Encyclopedists did not plagiarize the Description, what did they do? Although
they did not act ethically in every situation, we cannot necessarily say they plagiarized,
according to the definitions on plagiarism above. Scholars have provided a wide range of
If anything, Réaumur had lost the ownership to the works due to his death in 1757.
Baldwin, op. cit., pg. 61.
93 Had Patte focused more on the textual volumes, he likely would have gotten more of a response. Since the
plates were generally viewed as supplemental (see above) and not necessarily needed for comprehension, it
is possible that plagiarism accusations were not seen as significant. It is important to recall that the final
plates published in the Encyclopédie and the Description were not necessarily the same plates that Patte
accused and referred to. Perhaps the original Encyclopédie plates were in fact plagiarism (per eighteenthcentury terms). Perhaps not. This will likely never be determined as the proofs for the Encyclopédie’s plates
are lost (about thirty remain).
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possible words to explain the strategies of the Encyclopedists and the publishers. Before
attempting to create an ideal label for the Encyclopédie’s actions let’s investigate the diction
above.94 We have already seen why “plagiarized” should be avoided. “Volées [stolen]” is
also incorrect as it implies criminal intent as well as an act of removing something from
another’s control. As explained above, the Encyclopédie did no such thing. “Possession
illégale [illegal possession]” is a variation of “volées” and can refer to stolen objects but also
to objects that were not stolen but created illegally. The Encyclopédie did not create illegal
plates and “volées” has already been ruled out. “Emprunts” and its translation “borrowing”
are much more subtle terms with less severe connotations; however, they should also be
avoided as they imply an intent to return. While Diderot did borrow (and return) some
source material from royal libraries, the content in the Encyclopédie’s plates was not
borrowed as it was never to be returned. “Copier [copy]” and “recopier [reproduce]” are
more complex but still do not apply. Recall that we are attempting to describe the general
actions of the Encyclopedists. It is true that some direct copying occurred between the
Description and the Encyclopédie, but these images were often supplemented with others
(from other sources and original work) as well as detailed descriptions written by the
Encyclopédie’s artists themselves. Thus, while copying was a piece of the Encyclopedists’
strategy, it cannot be used to describe their methods as a whole. “Defraud” is not the
answer either. Typically, “defraud” is used to describe the illegal gathering of money by use
of deception and while it is often ingenious to apply the word in other contexts, little
gathering here was done in a deceptive manner. As mentioned, Diderot borrowed his
sources from royal libraries which were open to the general public. By having a work in a
library, its author should never be deceived (perhaps surprised or shocked) in finding its
use elsewhere. Arguably, Diderot did deceive Réaumur in obtaining the original plates to
the Description through bribes of Réaumur’s engravers (and here we see the truth of
“coming very close to intent to defraud”) and additionally, the publishers’ response to
plagiarism accusations was certainly rudimentary, if not deceptive. However, this does not
describe the Encyclopedists’ methods with the Description as a whole, but simply small
pieces of them. Finally, “use” and “taken” are too broad and do not capture the singular
characteristics of this situation.
Other words that come closer to, but do not completely cover, the goal include
“pirated”, “parenté [likeness]”, “correspondence”, “grafting”, and “piller [pillage]”. “Pirated”
is generally used for complete (or nearly complete) reprints of a work which was not the
case here, as seen earlier. “Parenté” and “correspondence” are excellent for describing the
relations between the Description and the Encyclopédie but have little sense when used for
the Encyclopedists’ actions. “Grafting” and “piller” are the closest to what we are searching
for. “Grafting” involves “the acquisition of gain (such as money) in dishonest or
questionable ways” and the methods of the Encyclopedists were certainly questionable,
The goals of this article are to explain how the word “plagiarism” is anachronistic and cannot be used to
explain the Encyclopédie’s actions. At this point, we need a way to describe these actions with a modern word
with modern connotations (otherwise how will we discuss it?) that still has significance to the eighteenthcentury. Thus, the definitions that follow are mainly modern.
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but not necessarily dishonest (which, at the time, was subjective).95 Pillaging at first
appears to have too violent of a connotation, but modern definitions vary. It can indicate
booty gained by any means, but typically from a war, or to “plunder ruthlessly”.96 This
brings up the new word “plunder” which can also indicate looting rewards violently
through war, again too harsh of a word here.97 However, “plunder” gets at the concept
we’re looking for: gaining rewards through efforts that seem questionable to some. Let’s
keep “plunder” and add in the support word “aggregate” which can be defined as “taking all
units as a whole” or “to collect or gather into a mass or whole”.98 “Aggregate” alone
describes the Encyclopedists’ actions themselves (grabbing a variety of sources and
combining them into a mass) but doesn’t get at the controversial aspect. This is where
“plunder” returns to mix with “aggregate” forming “aggregate plundering” or “plundering
aggregation”. The heavy connotation of “plunder” is reduced when paired with the more
innocent “aggregate” and, although a chunky combination, together they indicate a mixture
of sources that were obtained with effort and intention and then joined to create a new
whole in a questionable manner that cannot be completely determined.
Conclusion
The Patte scandal in the late 1750s constitutes an oft-neglected but crucial episode
in the history of the Encyclopédie. It compounded the difficulties the Encyclopédie was
already facing in the form of repression by the Church and the French monarchy. The
scandal is also an important episode in the history of Enlightenment publishing and the
idea of intellectual property and should not be overlooked.
One challenge I faced in undertaking this research is that I did not have access to all
of the original proofs and manuscripts from the Description des arts et métiers, which are
housed in various museums and archives in Europe; thus, I was unable to compare the
plates in the Encyclopédie to those of Réaumur’s Description. Furthermore, existing
scholarship on the scandal alleges copying between the two works but does not provide
corroborating images. It remains for future scholars to adduce more convincing evidence of
the supposed parenté by including side-by-side images.
Until then, as I have argued here, the point to retain is that it is anachronistic to call
the Encyclopedists’ handling of source materials “plagiarism”. Our current notions of
intellectual property and rights of the author were still emerging in mid-eighteenthcentury France and these notions were highly contested. Moreover, copyright laws had yet
to exist (this would not happen in France until the French Revolution). Instead, recognizing
that the Encyclopedists’ use of source material was sometimes questionable, I have
proposed to call it “aggregate plundering.”
“Definition of GRAFTING.” Merriam Webster. Accessed 16 July 2021.
“Definition of PILLAGE.” Merriam Webster. Accessed 16 July 2021.
97 An older definition of “plunder” is utilized in Allen, Timothy, et al. “Plundering Philosophers: Identifying
Sources of the Encyclopédie.” Journal of the Association for History and Computing. This article focuses on
textual plagiarism rather than with plates but contains a useful discussion on word choice and reasons why it
is unadvised to use “plagiarism”.
98 “Definition of AGGREGATE.” Merriam Webster, Accessed 16 July 2021.
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Appendix A: Patte’s First Letter (1759)
Lettre XV : Dénonciation d’un Plagiat à M. Fréron, par M. Patte Architecte.
Original French
Il vous souvient, Monsieur, que, lorsque l’Encyclopédie fut si justement supprimée,
on ne regretta que les détails des arts mécaniques qui devaient faire partie de ce
dictionnaire. On paraissait fâché qu’une matière si utile, si intéressante, et que l’on n’avait
point encore traitée jusqu’à ce jour, eût subi le même sort que le reste de l’ouvrage. On
croyait d’ailleurs que les dessins que l’on avait été obligé de faire à ce sujet, avaient dû
couter, outre des soins infinis, des déboursés immenses qui devenaient en pure perte pour
les Libraires Entrepreneurs ; on était touché de l’état de ces pauvres Libraires ; on les
plaignait hautement ; on faisait de tous côtés des vœux pour qu’il leur fût permis de retirer
les fonds considérables qu’ils avaient mis dans cette entreprise. L’exposé que je vais vous
faire, vous prouvera, Monsieur, que cette partie des arts mécaniques, fastueusement
annoncée comme la merveille Encyclopédique, est le plagiat le plus insigne et le plus adroit
peut-être dont il soit fait mention dans les fastes littéraires.
L’Encyclopédie ne devait consister dans son origine que dans la traduction de
Dictionnaire Anglais d’Ephraim Chambers, dont on a publié à Londres plusieurs éditions
coup sur coup. M. Mills, anglais, établi à Paris et qui savait notre langue, entreprit cette
traduction en 1745. Il en publia le Prospectus qui fut très bien reçu du public ; mais il fut
obligé d’abandonner ce travail, et de retourner en Angleterre. Les nouveaux éditeurs qui
prirent sa place, se proposèrent, non seulement d’étendre cet ouvrage, plus que n’avait fait
Chambers, par rapport à toutes les sciences et à tous les arts libéraux qu’il avait fait entrer
dans son plan, mais d’y joindre encore tous les détails des arts mécaniques dont cet auteur
n’avait point parlé. On a tant écrit sur les sciences et sur les arts libéraux, qu’il était aisé de
se procurer tous les secours dont on pouvait avoir besoin à cet égard ; il ne fallait que des
yeux, des mains, et une intelligence ordinaire pour choisir dans cette foule de livres qui en
ont traité. Il n’en était pas de même des arts mécaniques ; c’était une carrière nouvelle que
personne n’avait encore essayé de parcourir, ou du moins le peu d’écrivains qui l’avaient
tenté n’avaient fait que convaincre de la difficulté du succès. Cet objet important exigeait de
longues études et de grandes connaissances. On ne pouvait se dispenser de visiter les
ateliers et les manufactures de la capitale et des provinces, pour s’instruire de tout ce qui
s’y fallait, et pour en dessiner les différentes opérations. Jugez, Monsieur, combien de
temps et d’argent il aurait fallu pour exécuter un pareil projet ; et croyez-vous de bonne foi
que les Éditeurs et les Libraires eussent eu la complaisance, ceux-ci d’avancer des fonds
considérables sans savoir quand ils rentreraient, ceux-là d’employer un grand nombre
d’années à voyager dans le Royaume et à se mettre au fait : ce n’était-là ni le compte ni
l’intentions des uns et des autres. Les habiles Éditeurs, en concevant cette grande et noble
idée, étaient bien sûrs de s’épargner beaucoup de travail, et de ménager la bourse de leurs
Libraires. Ils avaient trouvé un moyen bien simple de surmonter tous les obstacles.
Personne n’ignorer alors que M. de Réaumur travaillait depuis près de trente ans
sur les arts et métiers dont il avait fait graver trois à quatre cents planches : entreprise qui
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lui coutait déjà cent mille écus.99 On savait aussi qu’il était détourné de cet ouvrage par
d’autres occupations ; ce qui faisait présumer qu’il ne mettrait pas sitôt au jour son libre
des arts et métiers, quoiqu’il fût presqu’achevé. En conséquence, les Éditeurs, de concert
avec les Libraires Associés, imaginèrent de lui enlever le fruit de son travail, et de se
l’approprier ; voici comment ils s’y prirent. S’étant informés quels était les différents
graveurs qui avaient été employés à l’ouvrage de M. de Réaumur, ils jugèrent que, comme
ces artistes sont volontiers dans l’usage de conserver des estampes de tout ce qu’ils
gravent, ils pourraient, avec de l’argent, à l’insu de cet Académicien, se procurer des
épreuves de tout ce qu’il avait fait. Ces estampes une fois rassemblées, les explications
devenaient faciles ; il ne s’agissait que de consulter les différents ouvriers, soit pour décrire
les diverses opérations qu’elles contenaient, soit pour savoir les noms des différents outils
ou instruments qui y étaient exprimés. Alors plus de voyages, plus de déboursés pour tous
ces dessins ; ce n’était plus qu’une affaire de cabinet ; on se trouvait en état de proposer au
public l’Encyclopédie sans délai.
D’après ce plan, M. Diderot, ce même M. Diderot qui dans ses discours et dans ses
écrits décriait à tout propos M. de Réaumur, alla trouver M. Lucas 100 qui avait gravé la plus
grande partie de l’ouvrage de ce laborieux Académicien : moyennant dix louis et de belles
promesses pour la nouvelle entreprise des planches de l’Encyclopédie, il lui tira des
épreuves de tout ce qu’il avait fait ; on fit la même chose à l’égard de quelques autres
graveurs que M. de Réaumur avait employés ; de sorte qu’on parvint bientôt à rassembler
toutes les planches de notre Académicien. Je n’aurais jamais pû croire que ce plagiat fût
réel, si je n’en avais vu moi-même la preuve entre les mains des Libraires Associés, dans les
portefeuilles des dessins de l’Encyclopédie qui doivent former les quatre derniers volumes.
Je puis vous assurer que sur tous les arts et métiers dont je vais vous faire la liste, ils n’ont
point de dessins, mais seulement des estampes des planches de l’ouvrage de M. de
Réaumur qu’ils font graver ou qu’ils doivent faire graver incessamment.
Liste de différents arts et métiers dont les Encyclopédistes n’ont point de dessins, mais
seulement des estampes des planches de M. de Réaumur pour modèles.
Aiguillerie
Forge des ancres
Ardoiserie
Argenteur
Arquebusier
Batteur d’or
Blanchisserie des
Boiseleur
toiles
Bonnetier
Bourlier
Boutonnier
Cartier
Carrier
Cartonnier
Ceinturier
Chainetier
Chandelier
Chapelier
Manière de faire le
Détail du
charbon
charronnage

Here, Patte adds a footnote: “Feu M. de Réumur a légué cet ouvrage à l’Académie Royale des Sciences, qui a
partagé ses trois à quatre planches entre quelques-uns de ses membres pour en faire les explications
nécessaires.”
100 Patte inserts a second footnote: “C’est de M. Lucas lui-même que je tiens ceci. Sans doute il ne soupçonnait
pas alors l’usage que l’on voulait faire de ses gravures.”
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Opérations de
Chaudronnier dans
tous les genres
Corroyeur
Manière de faire la
dentelle
Manière nouvelle de
faire des perles
fausses
Éperonnier

Cirier

Cloutier

Cordonnier-Bottier

Coutelier
Découpeur

Cordier
Diamantaire

Émailleur

Manière de forger
les enclumes

Damasquineur
Doreur sur bois et
sur cuir
Épinglier

Pottier d’étain

Éventailliste

Ferblantier

Fabrique des
fermoirs de livres
Fourreur
Gazier
Lunetier
Menuiserie
Patenaudier

Fileur d’or

Plumassier
Taillandier

Rubannier
Tanneur

Formier
Gantier
Layetier
Marqueterie
Parcheminier
Plâtrier
Tabletier
Tireur d’or

Fourbisseur
Joaillier
Marbreur de papier
Metteur en œuvre
Planeur

Fabrication des
canons de fusils
Détail de toutes les
grosses forges
Gainier
Lapidaire
Maréchal grossier
Orfèvre
Piqueur de
tabatières
Serrurier
Tapissier

Il y en a autres dont je ne me rappelle pas aussi positivement les noms. Vous voyez,
Monsieur, par ce long catalogue les obligations que l’Encyclopédie aura à M. de Réamumur,
et que, tandis que les Éditeurs se vantaient avec emphase dans le Prospectus de cet ouvrage,
à l’occasion même des détails des arts et métiers, qu’ils allaient exercer la fonction dont
Socrate se glorifiait, la fonction pénible et délicate de faire accoucher les esprits, obstetrix
animorum (ce sont leurs termes) c’était au contraire l’ouvrage de notre Académicien que
ces Messieurs faisaient accoucher et mettaient au jour sans beaucoup de peine.
Je me flatte, Monsieur, que vous voudrez bien insérer ma lettre dans vos feuilles ;
elle ne contient rien que d’exactement vrai, et dont on ne puisse se procurer la conviction
par la vue même des dessins de l’Encyclopédie qui font entre les mains des Libraires. Enfin,
vous ajouterez d’autant plus de foi à ce que j’ai l’honneur de vous écrire, que j’ai moi-même
été chargé par les Libraires associés pendant près de deux ans de mettre en ordre, vérifier,
critiquer, reconnaître, rectifier, et estimer pour la gravure les dessins de l’Encyclopédie. Je
me suis toujours opposé à la contrefaction des planches de M. de Réaumur, en représentant
aux Libraires qu’il n’y avait pas d’honneur pour moi à me charger de la direction de cette
partie de leur ouvrage ; que, s’ils le voulaient, je leur serais sur tous ces arts mécaniques
d’autres dessins, qui, sans être des copies de M. de Réaumur, représenteraient les mêmes
opérations prises dans différents points de vue : mais jamais ils n’ont voulu m’écouter làdessus, et vous en sentez parfaitement la raison.
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J’ai l’honneur d’être, &c. Patte.
À Paris, ce 23 novembre 1759.
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Letter XV: Denunciation of Plagiarism to Mr. Fréron, by Mr. Patte Architect.
English, translated by Ian Curtis
You remember, sir, that, when the Encyclopédie was so rightly suppressed, only the
details of the mechanical arts that were to be a part of this dictionary were regretted. It
appeared to be a troubling event that material so useful, so interesting, et that had hardly
been treated up to this point, suffered the same fate as the rest of the work. It was believed,
for that matter, that the drawings that had been required to be made for this subject had to
have required, in addition to infinite cares, immense spending that was becoming
unsuccessful for the publishers. Everyone was affected by the state of these poor
publishers; they were tremendously pitied, and all sides wished that they could withdraw
the considerable expenses that they had given to the work. The expose that I am going to
give to you will prove to you, sir, that this section of mechanical arts, extravagantly
announced as the marvelous Encyclopédie, is the most extraordinary and sneaky plagiarism
that perhaps has ever appeared in literature.
The Encyclopédie, in its origins, only consisted of the translation of the English
dictionary by Ephraim Chambers which was published in multiple consecutive editions in
London. The Englishman Mr. Mills, established in Paris and who knows our language, took
on this translation in 1745. He published a Prospectus, that was received very well by the
public, but he was forced to abandon his work and return to England. The new editors who
took his place offered their services to not only extend the work beyond what Chambers
had done, in relation to all the sciences and liberal arts that he had entered in his plan, but
to attach to it all the details of mechanical arts that this author had not spoken of. So much
has been written on the sciences and the liberal arts that it was simple to obtain all the help
that could have been needed in this regard; it only required eyes, hands, and an ordinary
intelligence to choose from this mass of works those that have treated them. There were
not any of them on the mechanical arts; it was a new branch of knowledge that no one had
yet tried to address, or at least the few writers who had attempted it were only able to
convince others of the difficulty of success. This important object required long studies and
extensive knowledge. It was not possible to avoid visiting the workshops and factories in
the capital and the provinces for instruction on everything that was necessary nor for
drawing different operations. You be the judge, sir, of how much time and money it would
have required to execute such a project. Do you in good faith believe that the editors and
the publishers had had the readiness to advance considerable funds without knowing when
they would see profit or to spend a large number of years travelling throughout the
kingdom to become aware of new information? This was in neither their accounts nor their
intentions. The clever editors, upon conceiving this grand and noble idea, were certainly
trying to spare themselves some work and to economize their resources. They had found a
very simple way to overcome all the obstacles.
Hardly anyone could ignore the fact that Mr. de Réaumur worked for close to thirty
years on the arts and handicrafts of he had three to four hundred engraved as plates: a
process that had already costed him 100,000 écus. It is known as well that he was diverted
from this work by other occupations, and it was assumed that he would not soon publish
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his arts and crafts even though it was almost complete. Consequently, the editors, in
concert with the publishers, thought of taking the fruit of his work and to call it their own;
here is how they went about it. Having been informed of the identity of the different
engravers who had been employed in the Mr. de Réaumur’s work, they decided that, since
these artists willingly conserved the prints of everything they engraved, they could, with
money, unbeknown to our Academician, obtain the proofs of all he had made. Once these
prints were assembled, the explanations became simple; it only consisted of consulting
different laborers either for describing their diverse operations or for learning the names
of the different tools or instruments that were depicted in the plates. Thus, no more travels,
no more spending for all the drawings; it was no longer a cabinet affair, they found
themselves in a place to present the Encyclopédie without delay.
According to this plan, Mr. Diderot, the same Diderot who in his speech and his
writings critiques Mr. de Réaumur whenever possible, went to find Mr. Lucas 101 who had
engraved the largest part of our laborious Academician’s work: for ten louis and fine
promises for the new work on the Encyclopédie’s plates, he took from him the proofs of
everything he had done; the same was done from the other engravers who Mr. de Réaumur
had employed; so that soon he had gone as far as assembling all of our Academician’s
plates. I could never have believed that this plagiarism was real if I had not seen the proof
myself between the hands of the publishers, in the Encyclopédie’s portfolios of drawings
that are to make up the four final volumes. I can assure you that for all the arts and crafts in
the list I am going to give you, they have no drawings, but only the prints of plates from Mr.
de Réaumur’s work that they are having engraved or that they are bound to have engraved
in no time.
List of different arts and crafts for which the Encyclopedists have no drawings, but
only the Mr. de Réaumur’s prints of plates for models. [Crafts for which no satisfactory
translation was found remain in the original French, in italics.]
Needle-making
Anchor Production
Slate-working
Silver-working
Arquebus-making
Goldbeater
Canvas Whitening
Boiseleur
Bonnet-making
Bourlier
Button-making
Cartier
Quarry-working
Cartoon-making
Belt-making
Fine chain-making
(e.g., stained glass)
Candle-making
Hat-making
Methods of making
Wheel-making
coal
Copper-smithing of Wax production /
Nail-making
Shoe- and bootall types
Candle-making
making
Leather-tanning
Cutlery-making
Rope-making
Damasking
Lacemaking
Carving
Diamond-selling
Gold-coating on
wood and hide
Here, Patte adds a footnote: “The late Mr. de Réaumur willed this work to the Royal Academy of Sciences
who shared his three to four hundred plates between some of its members to prepare necessary
explanations.”
101
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New method of
making false pearls
Fabrication of
horseback riding
equipment
Tin-smithing

Method of forging
anvils
Fan-making

Pin-making

Fabrication of book
clips
Furrier
Gauze-making

Gold spinning

Drawer chestmaking
Marquetry

Glasses-making

Parchment-making
Plastering
Fine cabinet making

Patenaudier
Feather preparation
Specialized
toolmaking

Paper marbling and
decorating
Imitation stone
implementing
Planier
Ribbon-making
Tanning

Detail on all the
large forges
Sheath-making
Stone- and gemcutting
Ill-mannered field
marshal
Goldsmithing
Silversmithing
Snuffbox decorating
Locksmithing
Upholstering /
Decorating

Shoe-molding
Glove-making

Enamel-working
Tin pottery

Woodworking

Sword-polishing
Jewel-mounting

Fabrication of gun
barrels

Gold printing
There are others whose names I cannot recall with certainly. You see, sir, through
this long catalogue of obligations that the Encyclopédie owes to Mr. de Réaumur, and that,
while the editors, in the Prospectus of this work on the occasion of the details of the arts
and crafts boast with enthusiasm that they were going to exercise the function that is
Socrates’s glory, the arduous and delicate function of delivering spirits, obstetrix animorum
(these are their terms) that this was contrary to the work of our Academician that these
sirs gave birth to and published without much trouble.
I would be flattered, sir, if you would insert my letter in your journal; it contains
nothing but the exact truth and of which the conviction can be obtained through viewing
the Encyclopédie’s drawings that are in the hands of the publishers. Finally, you can add
much more faith to what I had the honor of writing you that I myself was charged by the
publishers for close to two years of putting in order, verifying, critiquing, looking over,
correcting, and evaluating the engraving of drawings for the Encyclopédie. I have always
been opposed to the counterfeiting of Mr. de Réaumur’s plates, as I proposed to the
publishers that there was not any honor for me to charge me of the direction of this part of
their work and that, if they wished it, I would give them other drawings of all these
mechanical arts which, without being copies of Mr. de Réaumur, would represent the same
operations depicted in different points of view. They never listened to me in that regard,
and you can perfectly see the reason why.
I have the honor to be, etc. Patte.
Paris, this 23rd of November 1759.
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Appendix B: Patte’s Second Letter (1760)
Lettre de M. Patte, architecte, à M. Fréron
Original French
Ma dénonciation au sujet de l’ouvrage de feu M. de Réaumur sur les arts et métiers,
dont j’ai dit que les Entrepreneurs de l’Encyclopédie s’étaient sans façon approprié les
gravures, pour s’épargner la dépense considérable qu’auraient occasionnée des dessins
tout neufs, cette dénonciation grave, du genre de celles qu’on ne hasarde pas légèrement, et
que je n’aurais jamais faite si je n’en avais eu les preuves les plus convaincantes, a d’abord
jeté, Monsieur, le trouble et la terreur parmi les plagiaires, lorsqu’ils l’ont vue imprimée
dans vos feuilles.102 Mais revenus de leurs premières alarmes et mieux conseillés, ils ont
crié à la fausseté, à l’injustice, au mensonge, à la calomnie. On a inséré dans un journal
obscur un Avis aux souscripteurs de l’Encyclopédie et autres. Voici cet Avis :
On grave actuellement les planches sur les sciences et les arts. Il y en a déjà près de
deux cents exécutées. On invite ceux qui s’intéressent pour et contre cet ouvrage de
les aller vois chez les Libraires Associés, où elles sont exposées aux yeux de tout le
monde. On y montrera les suivantes, à mesure qu’elles sortiront d’entre les mains
des artistes ; toutes se déposent encore successivement chez le Magistrat qui
préside à la Libraire. Voilà ce que l’on répond, quant à présent, à un homme qu’on a
exclus de cette entreprise pour deux raisons.
Le journaliste a mis à la fin de l’Avis : « Cette réponse est ferme, modeste, honnête, et
suffisante. Si tous les jugements de journaliste ressemblent à celui-ci, je ne fus pas étonné
que ses feuilles aient si peu de succès. Cette réponse est modeste, je l’avoue ; car elle ne dit
rien ; déshonnête et non pas honnête, puisqu’elle blesse mon honneur en donnant à
entendre qu’il y a eu des raisons très fortes pour m’exclure de l’Encyclopédie. Pourquoi ne
pas énoncer clairement ces deux raisons ? Pourquoi recourir à la méchanceté de faire
soupçonner au lecteur des raisons qui n’existent pas ? Pourquoi prendre ainsi le change et
distraire l’attention de public sur l’objet de ma dénonciation ? J’en ai porté mes plaintes à
M. Durand, un des Libraires de l’Encyclopédie ; il m’a écrit une lettre où il me marque que ni
ses Associés, ni lui-même n’ont eu aucune part à cet Avis. Il faut donc qu’ils aient quelque ami
caché qui prenne leur parti avec un zèle bien généreux ! Cet ami se doutant bien que son
Avis, imprimé dans l’Observateur littéraire, ne serait aucun effet, attendu qu’il ne serait lu
de personne, a eu soin de le faire insérer dans le Mercure. Mais que dit cet Avis ? On invite
ceux qui s’intéressent pour ou contre l’Encyclopédie d’aller voir chez les Libraires Associés
près de deux cents planches déjà exécutées. Le public a pensé que toutes ces planches
gravées concernaient les arts mécaniques, et qu’ainsi leur seule inspection détruirait ce que
j’ai avancé, par leur comparaison avec les gravures de M. de Réaumur. Mais quel a été
l’étonnement de ceux qui se sont donné la peine d’aller chez les Libraires, en voyant que
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toutes ces planches ne regardaient, au contraire, que des matières absolument étrangères
aux arts mécaniques, telles que l’Anatomie, la Chirurgie, la Géométrie, la Trigonométrie, la
Fortification, la Pêche, et le Blason ! Pouvait-on se servir d’un moyen plus faible et plus
ridicule pour me contredire ! L’Observateur littéraire dira-t-il encore que cette réponse est
ferme et suffisante ?
Je pourrais borner ma justification à ce peu de mots. Mais, comme je me dois à moimême de ne laisser aucun nuage qui ternisse ma probité, permettez-moi, Monsieur, de
dissiper entièrement le soupçon de mauvaise foi que l’Avis anonyme a pu répandre sur ma
démarche. L’Académie Royale des Sciences, dépositaire du travail de M. de Réaumur, n’a
pas vu ma dénonciation d’un œil indifférent ; elle a cru avec raison devoir réclamer son
bien ; elle a délibéré à ce sujet, et le résultat a été de nommer six de ses membres pour aller
vérifier mon assertion chez les Libraires. Rappelez-vous, Monsieur, que j’ai dit que les
Encyclopédistes, sur tous les arts mécaniques, qu’a traités M. de Réaumur, n’avaient point
de dessins, mais seulement des gravures de l’ouvrage de cet Académicien pour modèles ;
voilà l’unique objet de ma dénonciation qu’il ne faut point perdre de vue. C’est donc d’après
le Rapport de Mrs les Commissaires qu’on doit décider si j’ai eu tort ou raison. Voici ce
Rapport, dont M. de Fouchy, Secrétaire Perpétuel de l’Académie des Sciences, m’a bien
voulu permettre de prendre une copie.
Extrait des registres de l’Académie royale des sciences.
Rapport concernant les planches de l’Encyclopédie.
L’Académie ayant chargé de confronter les dessins et les gravures des
Libraires Associés pour l’Encyclopédie avec les épreuves des planches
gravées par les soins de feu M. de Réamur, pour servir à l’histoire des arts et
métiers, nous nous sommes transportés le 14 de ce mois chez le Sieur
Briasson, où nous avons vu, pendant l’espace de trois heures, une grande
quantité de dessins et de gravures concernant les sciences et les arts,
lesquels dessins nous ont paru, pour la plupart, d’ancienne date, originaux et
d’après nature, étant presque tous lavés en couleur, et plus grands que le
format auquel ils doivent être assujettis.
Parmi les dessins et gravures finis, nous n’en avons vu qu’un petit nombre
appartenant aux arts mécaniques qui font le principal objet de l’ouvrage de M.
de Réaumur. Les épreuves des planches achevées portent en haut, comme les
siennes, un tableau de l’art ou du métier, et les développements ou détails se
trouvent au-dessous.
On nous a représenté environ quarante épreuves des planches de M. de
Réaumur, dont deux ou trois seulement nous ont paru, par quelques points
de ressemblance, avoir servi de modèles pour celles des Libraires qui
concernent les mêmes objets.
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Nous avons représenté aux Libraires Associés que ce petit nombre
d’épreuves était bien au-dessous de celui qui était dénoncé ou qu’ils auraient
pu recueillir. Nous leur avons observé de plus que, parmi le grand nombre de
dessins que nous venions de voir dans leurs portefeuilles, nous n’en avions
trouvé qu’une assez médiocre quantité touchant les arts mécaniques, et
presque point touchant ceux que M. de Réaumur avait traités ; ce qui pourrait
faire penser qu’ils posséderaient une plus grande quantité de ces épreuves de M.
de Réaumur, et qu’ils auraient des raisons pour ne les point montrer.
À ces représentations les Libraires Associés ont répondu qu’ils n’avaient de
M. de Réaumur que les quarante épreuves que nous avions vues, qu’ils
avaient profité de ces gravures pour en imiter la disposition, mais qu’au
surplus ils étaient près de s’engager de vive voix et par écrit à ne rien copier
M. de Réaumur, et à soumettre leurs planches à la révision de tels
Commissaires que la Compagnie jugerait à propos de nommer, pour les
examiner avant la publication de l’ouvrage.
Fait à l’Académie le 19 décembre 1759, et ont signé Mrs Morand, l’Abbé
Nollet, Brisson, Guettard, de Parcieux, et Lalande.
Je laisse tout ce qui regarde les dessins sur les arts libéraux et les sciences dans ce
Rapport, pour ne m’arrêter qu’à ce qui concerne l’ouvrage de M. de Réaumur, qui est l’objet
de ma dénonciation. Quoi de plus propre à confirmer ce que j’ai dit, Monsieur, que ces
mots : Les Libraires nous ont représenté environ quarante épreuves des planches de M. de
Réaumur, et n’ont presque pas fait voir de dessins touchant les arts que M. de Réaumur avait
traités ; ce qui pourrait faire penser qu’ils posséderaient une plus grande quantité de ces
épreuves, et qu’ils auraient des raisons pour ne les point montrer. Croyez-vous, Monsieur,
que, si les Libraires avaient eu des dessins et non des gravures de M. de Réaumur pour
modèles sur tous les arts mécaniques qu’il a traités, ils ne se seraient pas empressés de les
étaler, même avec affectation, aux yeux de Mrs les Commissaires ? S’ils n’ont montré que
quarante épreuves de M. de Réaumur, c’est qu’ils ont mieux aimé laisser soupçonner à Mrs
de l’Académie qu’ils possédaient le reste que de convenir publiquement qu’ils avaient entre
les mains la totalité de l’ouvrage de leur confrère ? On en demeurera encore plus convaincu,
si l’on fait attention que, pour écarter les idées de Mrs les Commissaires, les Libraires n’ont
pas trouvé d’autre moyen que de proposer une soumission, en éludant de répondre sur ce
qu’ils ne faisaient presque point voir de dessins sur tous les arts traités par M. de Réaumur. En
effet, si les Libraires avaient pu prouver évidement la fausseté de ma dénonciation, pensezvous de bonne foi qu’ils eussent offert une soumission qui la confirme, s’ils avaient pu s’en
dispenser, et qu’ils n’auraient pas demandé, au contraire, à Mrs les Commissaires de leur
donner dans le Rapport une décharge authentique de mon allégation. De plus, si l’on
considère que je ne pouvais pas être témoin de cet examen, ce qui était sans doute un grand
avantage pour mes adversaires, et que l’Académie n’étant point faite pour juger entre des
particuliers, ne pouvait que rapporter ce qu’elle voyait, faire voir ses soupçons sur ce qu’on
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lui cachait, et prendre des précautions contre le tort qu’elle voyait bien qu’on voulait lui
faire, il n’y a personne qui ne doive convenir que ma dénonciation a pour fondement
l’évidence même.
Mais, afin qu’il ne manque rien à une pleine et entière conviction, parcourons les
raisons que les Libraires Associés pouvaient alléguer pour ne point représenter leurs
dessins. 1° Ils ne pouvaient pas dire que ces dessins n’étaient point encore faits, ou qu’ils
n’avaient pas eu le temps de les faire ; car, indépendamment qu’il y en a déjà eu un très
grand nombre de décrits avec leurs lettres de renvois jusqu’à la lettre H dans les sept
volumes qui ont paru de l’Encyclopédie, il y a dix ans que, dans le Prospectus, ils ont
annoncé qu’ils étaient alors tous faits. 2° Ils ne pouvaient pas dire que les dessins de ces
arts mécaniques étaient épars chez leurs différents graveurs, et qu’ils n’avaient pas eu le
temps de les rassembler ; car l’on sait que toutes les gravures de l’Encyclopédie s’exécutent
dans une même maison rue neuve S. Thomas. 3° Ils ne pouvaient pas dire qu’ils n’avaient
presque points de dessins sur les arts qu’a traités M. de Réaumur ; car, en feuilletant les sept
volumes de l’Encyclopédie, il aurait été facile de leur prouver qu’il y avait déjà plus de cent
cinquante planches décrites sur les arts traités par cet Académicien. Ce moyen même aurait
été infaillible pour embarrasser les Libraires, et les faire convenir qu’ils en imposaient ; il
ne fallait que parcourir, avec les gravures de M. de Réaumur à la main, les différentes
descriptions des arts mécaniques déjà données : par exemple, Aiguillerie en trois planches,
Ardoiserie, en deux, Cloutier en deux planches, Épinglier en trois planches, Grosses forges en
quatorze planches détaillées sous différentes dénominations, etc., etc. ; on aurait reconnu
sur chaque art le même nombre de vues d’ateliers, le même procédé d’opérations, des
descriptions exactes et suivies, telles qu’il n’aurait pas été possible de douter que les
gravures de M. de Réaumur n’en avaient été les seuls et uniques modèles ; comme on ne
pourrait nier qu’une description fidèle des tableaux de la Galerie du Luxembourg n’a pu
être faite que d’après ces tableaux.
Ainsi les Libraires Associés n’ont dû avoir d’autres raisons pour ne point montrer
leurs dessins à Mrs les Commissaires sur tous les arts traités par M. de Réaumur, que parce
qu’ils n’en avaient point effectivement, et qu’ils n’avaient autre chose que toutes les
gravures de l’ouvrage de l’Académicien dont ils se sont contentés de faire voir quarante
épreuves.
Je pense bien qu’à présent ils seront obligés de faire changer toutes ces gravures ;
mais, puisque depuis dix ans ils ne s’en étaient pas encore avisés, quelqu’un pourra-t-il
croire qu’ils l’eussent fait sans ma dénonciation ? La grande difficulté sera sans doute de
faire cadrer ces nouveaux dessins avec les descriptions déjà faites. Hic opus, hic labor est. Je
suis, etc. Patte.
À Paris, ce 29 janvier 1760.
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Letter from Mr. Patte, architect, to Mr. Fréron
English, translated by Ian Curtis
My denunciation, in regard to the work of the late Mr. de Réaumur on arts and
handicrafts, from which I said the leaders of the Encyclopédie had casually appropriated
engravings to spare themselves the considerable expense that would have led to
completely new drawings, this grave denunciation, of the type that is not thrown around
haphazardly and that I would never had made if I had not had the most convincing proof of
it, first caused trouble and terror among the plagiarists when they saw it printed in your
pages.103 But after recovering from their first alarms and best advisors, they claimed
falsehood, injustice, lies, and libel. A Notice to Encyclopédie Subscribers and Others was
published in an obscure journal. Here is that Notice:
The plates on the arts and crafts are being engraved at present. There has already
been close to two hundred completed. Those who are interested, both for and
against this work, are invited to go see the plates at the publishers’ establishment
where they will be exposed to everyone’s eyes. They will be shown as follows, as
long as they can be obtained from the hands of the artists; all will be successively
displayed to the Magistrate who presided over the book sale. This is what we
respond, as for the present, to a man who was excluded from this business for two
reasons.
The journalist placed at the end of the Notice: “This response is closed, modest, honest, and
sufficient.” If all of this journalist’s judgements resemble this one here, I am not surprised
that his work has so little success. This response is modest, I admit, because it says nothing,
dishonest and not honest since it hurts my honor by claiming that there were strong reasons
to exclude me from the Encyclopédie. Why not clearly state these two reasons? Why resort
to malice to make readers suspect these reasons that do not exist? Why take a change and
distract the public from the object of my denunciation? I brought my complaints to Mr.
Durand, one of the publishers for the Encyclopédie. He wrote me a letter in which he
indicated that neither ses associates, nor himself had had any part in this Notice. Thus, there
must be some hidden friend who is taking their side with a very generous zeal! This friend,
heavily doubting that his Notice, printed in the Observateur littéraire, would have any effect,
given that it would not be read by anyone, was careful to have it inserted in the Mercure.
But what does this Notice say? Those who are interested, for or against the Encyclopédie, are
invited to the publisher’s establishment to see close to two hundred plates already completed.
The public thought that all of these plates dealt with the mechanical arts, and in this way
their simple inspection would destroy what I have advanced through their comparison
with Mr. de Réaumur’s engravings. But imagine the shock of those who took the time to go
to the publishers upon seeing that all these plates, on the contrary, only consisted of
material completely foreign to mechanical arts such as Anatomy, Surgery, Geometry,
103
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Trigonometry, Fortification, Fishing, and Coats of Arms! Is there a weaker and more
ridiculous way to contradict me! Will the Observateur littéraire still say that this response if
closed and sufficient?
I could restrict my justification to these few words. But, since I owe it to myself to
leave no cloud that could damage my integrity, allow me, sir, to completely dissipate the
rumor of bad faith that the anonymous Notice was able to spread about my methods. The
Royal Academy of Sciences, holder of Mr. de Réaumur’s work did not see my denunciation
with an indifferent eye; it believed, with reason, that it was necessary to reclaim its
property. It deliberated on the subject and the result was the nomination of six of its
members who would go to the publishers to verify my assertion. Recall sir, that I said that
the Encyclopedists, for all mechanical arts treated by Mr. de Réaumur, had no drawings, but
only engravings from the work of this Academician for models; here is the unique object of
my denunciation that must not be lost from view. It’s therefore according to this Report
from the commissioners that it will be decided it if I was correct or not. Here is this Report
of which Mr. de Fouchy, Lifelong Secretary of the Academy of Sciences, allowed me to take a
copy.
Extract from the Registers of the Royal Academy of Sciences.
Report concerning the plates of the Encyclopédie.
The Academy, having been charged with comparing the drawings and
engravings from the publishers for the Encyclopédie with the proofs of plates
engraved by the attention of the late Mr. de Réaumur to use for the history of
arts and crafts, brought ourselves the fourteenth of this month to Mr.
Briasson where we saw, during the time of three hours, a large quantity of
drawings and engravings concerning sciences and arts which appeared to us,
for the most part, of an old date, original, and natural, being almost all
washed in color and larger than the format to which there are supposedly
subject to.
Among the finished drawings and engravings, we only saw a small amount
belonging to the mechanical arts that were the principal object of Mr. de
Réaumur’s work. The proofs of the completed plates have on the top, like his,
a picture of the art or craft and developments or details are found below that.
About forty proofs from Mr. de Réaumur’s plates were shown to us of which
only two or three appeared to us, by multiple points of resemblance, to have
served as models for those of the publishers concerning the same objects.
We told the publishers that this small number of proofs was well below that
which was denounced or that they would have been able to collect.
Additionally, we brought up to them that, among the grand number of
drawings that we had just seen in their collection, we had only found a
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercialShareAlike 4.0 International License.

44
mediocre quantity touching the mechanical arts, and hardly any touching
those treated by Mr. de Réaumur which could indicate that they possessed a
larger quantity of these proofs et that they had some reasons to not show them.
To these observations, the publishers responded that they only had the forty
proofs that we had seen and that they had profited from these engravings by
imitating the layout of objects; moreover, they were willing to state orally
and by writing to copy nothing from Mr. de Réaumur and to submit their
plates to the revision of the same commissioners that the company would
name to examine them before the publication of the work.
Made to the Academy December 19, 1759, and signed by Sirs Morand, Abbé
Nollet, Brisson, Guettard, de Parcieux, and Lalande.
I am leaving all that pertains to drawings on the liberal arts and sciences in the
Report in order to restrict myself only to what is concerned with M. de Réaumur’s work,
which is the object of my denunciation. What is more proper to confirm what I have stated,
sir, than these words: The publishers showed us about forty proofs of plates from Mr. de
Réaumur and hardly provided drawings touching the arts that Mr. de Réaumur had treated
which could indicate that they possessed a larger quantity of these proofs et that they had
some reasons to not show them. Do you believe, sir, that if the publishers had had drawings
and not the engravings of Mr. de Réaumur for models on all the mechanical arts he had
studied, they would not have been hastened to display, even with a posting, to the eyes of
the commissioners? If they only showed forty proofs from Mr. de Réaumur, it’s because
they preferred to leave the sirs of the Academy in doubt that they possessed the rest than
to admit publicly that they had the remainder of the work of their colleague? It remains
even more convincing, if attention is given that, to divert the ideas of the commissioners,
the publishers found no other way than to propose a submission, eluding a response to the
claim that they displayed hardly any drawings on the arts treated by Mr. de Réaumur. In fact,
if the publishers had been able to prove that falsehood of my denunciation, do you think in
good faith that they would have offered a submission that confirmed it, if they had been
able to admit anything of it, and that they would not have asked, on the contrary, the
commissioners to give for them in the Report an authentic opposition to my allegation.
Furthermore, if it is considered that I could not be witness of this examination, which is
without a doubt a large advantage for my adversaries, and that the Academy, not being able
to judge individuals, could only report what it saw, expose the suspicions of what was
hidden from them, and take precautions against the wrongdoing it clearly saw that was
made against it, there is no one who would not agree that my denunciation has,
fundamentally, the same evidence.
However, so that nothing is missing from a full and complete conviction, let’s look
over the reasons that the publishers could claim to not display their drawings. 1st. They
could not say that these drawings were not yet finished, or that they had not had the time
to do them because, separately there have already been a large number of articles with
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their cross-references up to letter H in the seven Encyclopédie volumes that have appeared.
Also, ten years ago in the Prospectus, they announced that they were all finished. 2nd. They
could not say that the drawings of the mechanical arts were spread throughout their
different engravers and that they had not had the time to collect them because it is known
that all the engravings for the Encyclopédie are done in the same location on the new street
S. Thomas. 3rd. They could not say that they had hardly any drawings on the arts treated by
Mr. de Réaumur because, while leafing through the seven Encyclopédie volumes, it would
have been easy to prove that there were already more than 150 plates from this
Academician written about. This same method would have been certain to embarrass the
publishers and to make them admit that they imposed it. It would only require browsing,
with Mr. de Réaumur’s engravings in hand, the different descriptions already given for the
mechanical arts: for example, Needlework in three plates, Slate Mining in two, Nail-making
in two plates, Pin-making in three plates, Large Forges in fourteen plates under different
denominations, etc., etc. Recognizable, for each art, would be the same number of
workshop views, the same process of operations, and exact and identical descriptions such
that it would not be possible to doubt that Mr. de Réaumur’s engravings had been the sole
and unique models, just as one could not deny that a description faithful to the paintings of
the Gallery of Luxembourg could only be made according to those paintings.
In this way, the publishers must have had other reasons to not show their drawings
of all the arts treated by M. de Réaumur to the commissioners, other than they did not have
any of them at all and that they had nothing other than all of the engravings from our
Academician of which there were content to show forty.
I believe that as of now, they will be required to have all of their engravings
changed; but, for ten years have passed and they had yet to be advised of this, could all this
have happened without my denunciation? The biggest difficulty will be without doubt to
make these new drawings match with the descriptions already made. Hic opus, hic labor
est. Je suis, etc. Patte.
Paris, this January 29, 1760.
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Appendix C: Supplemental Images
Unless otherwise noted, all images taken by the author and original works provided by the
GVSU Special Collections and University Archives. Note that the images from the
Description are from the final, published version and not the proofs for the work. As such,
there is no significant resemblance between the Encyclopédie and the Description.

Conicks, Cyclopaedia. Image found on
cyclopaedia.org, published online by the
University of Wisconsin.

Sections coniques [Conic Sections],
Encyclopédie. Plate I.
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Épinglier [Pin-making], Encyclopédie. Plate I.
[An example of the vignette style of plate
borrowed from the Academy. Workshops are
placed above and specific tools and machines
are below.]

Épinglier, Description. Plate II. [Note the “Lucas
scul.” in the bottom right indicating that Lucas
was the engraver.]
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Forge des Ancres [Anchor Production],
Encyclopédie. Plate XII.

Forge des Ancres, Description. Plate I. [Note
the “Patte del. et sculp.” indicating that
Patte drew and engraved this plate.]
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Chandelier [Candle-making], Encyclopédie.
Plate I.

Chandelier, Description. Plate I. [Again, note that
Patte engraved this plate.]
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